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a Letter from the Editor 



Welcome back to Explosive Runesl 

With my first letter as the new editor, I'd like to take a moment 
to tip my hat to those who've come before me, most recently 
RonarsCorruption, who has left Explosive Runes to pursue new 
opportunities. Those of you accustomed to seeing his work in 
these pages won't go wanting; he'll continue to pen some of his 
regular columns. We at Explosive Runes appreciate all the work 
he's done and are challenged by the standard he set for the rest 
of us to follow. 

There. Now that's out of the way. 

With new leadership comes change, and though Explosive Runes 
still looks much like it always has, there are a few differences I 
hope you, the readers, will enjoy. On the next page over you'll 
find our new "Rumors in the Tavern" feature, which is essentially 
a snapshot of recent and upcoming events in our community. 

As always, Explosive Runes includes a fully detailed adventure for 
use by any of our DM readers. We've added a new element to 
it, however, as while the adventure is written with the 3.5 rules, 
we're including a comprehensive 4E conversion for the magic, 
monsters, skills and everything else that needs conversion. Now, 
our 4E DMs can use Explosive Runes adventures with the same 
ease as our 3.5 readers. 

We hope you like what you see in these pages. Explosive Runes 
is, now and always, devoted to the community here at DnD On- 
line Games, and we are always happy to hear from our readers. If 
you have any suggestions, if you would like to submit your work 
or if you would like to become a part of our staff, please get in 
touch with me. I'd love to hear from you. 

For now, dive in. I promise that, unlike the spell, this Explosive 
Runes won't hurt to read. Not one little bit. 



Roll 'em! 
-Nimlos 
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Rumors in the Tavern 

News and Events from our Community 

■ t ■ 



The Crystal Ball 

A Look into the Future 

Hall of Fame 

Next month, nominations open for this year's in- 
ductees into the Hall of Fame, honoring the games 
in our community that are truly among the best 
ever played in our community. Keep an eye on the 
Announcements on the site's front page for more 
information soon. And remember, only Community 
Supporters can nominate games, or vote among the 
nominees for the winners. To see the kind of games 
worthy of this honor, click here. 

CSEA 

The Community Supporter Exclusive Adventures are 
going strong and getting stronger. If you're interest- 
ed in taking part, please visit the forum by clicking 
here. As the name indicates, these games are avail- 
able only to Community Supporters. 

Outplay! 

Who's the best player in our community? You'll 
have the chance to find out soon. The Outplay 
competition will pit player against player in a series 
of rounds to determine who is truly the best. Keep 
checking the Announcements for more informa- 
tion as the judges put the finishes touches on the 
contest. 



Trophy Case 

Who's Won What and Why 

Iron DM 2010 

After a competition every bit as rough and grueling 
as those of years past, idilippy was crowned the 
Iron DM winner for 2010. You can read our exclu- 
sive interview with him in this issue of Explosive 
Runes, and you can read his winning entry (along 
with the excellent work of the other competitors) 
by clicking here. 

Post of the Month 

We've recently begun a new contest at DnD Online 
Games honoring the best post made on the site for 
each month. To find out more about the contest, 
click here. 

The winner for February was Frodiddly. 

The winner for March was Elwen. 

You can read their entries by clicking their names. 

Easter Egg Hunt 

Little kids looking for candy got nothing on the 
members of our community. On Easter Day, DnD 
Online Games held its annual Easter Egg Hunt. 
After a frantic chase, Aneal emerged as the winner, 
finding 13 eggs and correctly identifying the Bunny. 




Community Supporter Appreciation 



Community Supporters ore one of the backbones of DnD Online Gomes. Not only do they enjoy a variety of spe- 
cial privileges, their annual contribution is a big part of what makes all this possible. The following people are 
those who have become Community Supporters or renewed their membership in the last few months. 
Aary, Abdel, Angry Panda, Arucard, Bade, Barlycorn, bridgeburner, Charisma, Chiima, Chiscringle, Colatine, 
Colonel Crow, crazycanuck, Damionte, Draco, dragunel85, DrakurRedragon, earthdragon, Emory, EngrlnAZ, 
Feirnon, Fierce Falcon, Guyv, HenryLockwood, Jaggedblade421, Jennifer, kaiser6012, mad_gondsman, moun- 
tainbound, Mythknight, Nimlos, Omocidio, orcbane, Pard, ridin gaijin, RuneColnor, ryator, Solomon777, 
Storm, Swordmage, UrsprungDerLiebe, Zeppo007 

Join their ranks! Click here to find out more about being a Community Supporter! 




There's a five percent chance of any given d20 roll a 
player makes is going to be a critical miss, and there's 
often a higher chance than that it's going to be a critical 
hit. Which means during a given encounter you're likely 
to see at least one of these bad boys. So what are you 
going to do about them? 

My name is RonarsCorruption, and I've been a Dungeon 
Master for over ten years, here to give you some tips on 
how to make a great game, and how to run it smoothly. 

There are already a myriad of options out there for the 
DM with patience or love of the alternate rule systems. 
There are critical hit and miss decks, charts and the 
standard ruling of doing double damage or automatical- 
ly missing. But for those of us without a fat wallet and 
still wanting a little more flair than the standard rules 
offer, I'm going to talk about a few options you have as 
a DM to make players talk about their critical hits even 
after the session is over. 

It might seem obvious, but a critical hit is something 
exceptionally good to happen in a fight. It's listed as a 
simple extra damage bonus, and that's enough to get 
some players' blood pumping but it's really just another 
dice. When a player gets their critical hit, something 
interesting should happen too, and it's often nice to 
have the nice thing for the players be something related 
to the guy being attacked. 

If the target of the critical is a spellcaster, perhaps the 
critical hit cut off a finger and he now has to concen- 
trate to cast his spells. If the target is a rogue, you could 
cut a hamstring and make him have that much harder 
of a time sneaking about. A critically hit warrior could 
have his armor bent in such a way that he can't move 
his arm well enough to make an attack of opportunity, 
whereas a dragon being critically hit could lose a wing 
or a claw or the tip of his tail, reducing the number of 
attacks they get. None of these options are too compli- 
cated, but they are more memorable than simply doing 
double damage. 



Critical failures are more difficult, because it's happen- 
ing to the player rather than a particular enemy. 

The effects of a critical miss should always be tempo- 
rary, something a player can come back from by the 
end of their next turn. Enemies should be able to come 
back too, but it's important to remember that a critical 
miss already loses the character whatever damage 
they might have done that round, they don't want to 
lose more than another attack or two as a result. 

Lots of DMs rely on the simple weapon dropping rule, 
but that's really boring, and can go really badly if the 
weapon falls into an enemy's square. It's much easier 
to deal with and recover from if the player simply, say, 
hits the ground where he meant to hit an enemy, and 
the feedback gives him ringing in his ears for the next 
few rounds. You can even handle it with a simple -2 or 
-4 modifier. 

Another excellent critical miss is to have the player 
have overextended their blow. This leaves an excel- 
lent opportunity for a clever foe to take an attack - yes, 
a critical miss leading to an attack of opportunity. 
It should be used sparingly, but one missed roll can 
change the battle, or at least liven it up a little. You 
can even use this to justify some of the more generic 
results of a critical failure; the character falling over or 
being disarmed of his weapon. What sort of combatant 
wouldn't consider those options if he had an opening? 

All in all, critical hits and critical misses are exciting 
things. They don't happen all the time, and when they 
do they should be special. There's no need to just use 
bigger numbers if you already have the creative chops 
to be DMing. Flavor it up a little; your players will be 
glad you did. 




2010 Winner 




With the conclusion of one of DNDOG's favored con- 
tests, there has to emerge a victor. In the last few 
months of 2010, Iron DM was run, pitting the toughest 
DMs in head-to-head action where only the fiercest 
move on to the next round. When the dust and chaos 
had settled, idilippy came out on top. Here is some 
insight to one of the site's great Dungeon Masters. 

How long have you been playing D&D? 

About six to seven years. 

Why do you play D&D? 

To tell stories. I've always loved to read, and later got 
into computer and video games, particularly role play- 
ing games. I always loved the ones with long, detailed 
stories and character choices the most, such as Planes- 
cape Torment and the Baldur's ^^^^^^^^^^^^ m 
Gate series. 



How long have you been 
DMing? 

Just under two years. 



Which edition is your favorite 
and why? 

Pathfinder is my favorite 
edition, though I'm fond of 
2e as well. Pathfinder, in my 
opinion, kept what was good 
about 3.5e while improving on 
many of its faults. Each major 
addition to the basic rules 

is also based on extensive open playtesting and the 
developers are active and receptive to comments and 
complaints about their game. 

What would you like to see in future editions? 

A decrease in complexity and power creep. I'd like first 
level characters to be more fragile than they are cur- 
rently, as well as an increase in the differences between 
the different classes. 

How many games have you DMed? 

I've DMed six games, with four of them still running. 

What games do you currently DM on DnDOG? (Briefly 



Do you plan, at this time, to 
compete again next year? 

Definitely, despite the stress 
it was a great experience and 
one I'd definitely be happy to 
repeat. 



tell us about them) 

I've got four games running at this time. Two 
roughly follow the Baldur's Gate series, one 
starting from the beginning and one starting 
at Shadows of Amn. Another game, Destinies 
Determined, is a gestalt game set in the For- 
gotten Realms. The last game I run started up 
recently and is set in Austin using the Dresden 
Files RPG. 



Which game is your favorite to run? 

It's a toss up between Destinies Determined, 
a 3rd level Pathfinder Gestalt game set in the Forgotten 
Realms and The Bhaalspawn Saga, a Pathfinder Forgot- 
ten Realms game that follows the events of the Baldur's 
Gate computer game. I've been running both of these 
games for much longer than my other two games, and 
in both of them I have a good group of interesting char- 
acters that are fun to DM for. 

What is your favorite setting and why? 

The 3.5e and earlier Forgotten Realms setting, hands 
down. It has a rich history, an incredibly detailed cam- 
paign world, and a huge amount of potential threats 
and hooks for adventures. 

What is your favorite NPC and why? 
^^^^^^^^^^^^h My favorite NPC was a kobold 

named Lero and bronze 
dragon named Calcryx from 
my first game, Unsung He- 
roes. I modified the Sunless 
Citadel adventure to fit the 
game I wanted to run and 
one of the first kobolds the 
players encountered, Lero, 
turned out to be a very fun 
character to role play. He was 
cowardly and scared out of his 
mind by the characters which 
made him sympathetic to the 
other characters. He ended 
up staying with the characters 
for awhile and leading them through the citadel until 
they discovered Calcryx, a wyrmling bronze dragon who 
I was planning on having be a recurring pair of charac- 
ters later in the game, though unfortunately the game 



ended before that could happen. 

What is your favorite class and why? 

Paladins, if played right. Paladins provide a great op- 
portunity to examine the nature of goodness and 
righteousness using a character, especially if you have 
a good DM. Living up to the paladin's code should be a 
daily struggle and should require many tough choices 
from the paladin's character, forcing them to occasion- 
ally make decision detrimental to their own well being 



for the sake of others. This is hard to get just right but I 
think the potential in a paladin makes them one of the 
greatest classes if worked correctly. 

What do you look for in a player? 

Someone who has a solid character concept, especially 
a good motivation and personality. I've stopped be- 
ing impressed by multi-page backgrounds since what 
is more important is how the character will grow and 
develop, not what happened to them in the past. 

What is the ideal level to start a game at and why? 

It depends on what you want to do. I prefer lower level 
games, where the players still play like mortals rather 
than demigods and where they don't have access to 
spells and abilities that make it hard to challenge them 
with anything. 

If you were to give one piece of 
advice to a new DM, what would 
it be? 

To go easy at first, it's easy 
to get yourself in over 
your head and become 
overwhelmed by the 
responsibility. Work 
with your players, 
when they propose 
something try to say 
either 'yes' or 'no, 
but...' Absolutely 
forbidding something 
just because you didn't 
plan for it can eventually 
lead to the players shut- 
ting down their creativity 
because they know you'll just 
refuse them. Encourage creativ- 
ity and your players will respond 
with it, hopefully surprising you with 
their ingenuity. Heh, this isn't to say that I'm 
perfect at this either, I need to follow my own advice 
more often as well. 

So, as DNDOG's latest Iron DM winner, here is what he 
thought of the competition... 

Is this your first attempt at competing in Iron DM? 

Yes, this year was the first one. 




How did you feel when they finally announced the 
winner? 

Ecstatic and relieved mostly. After two weeks of waiting 
it was great to see the results come in, especially since 
I spent many of those two weeks worrying over the dif- 
ferent problems I felt my submission had. 

How did you feel about your stories? 

I really enjoyed my third story, Involuntary Nightmare 
which I wrote for the semi-finals better than any of my 
other games. The one I wrote for the finals and my first 
adventure I also thought were really good, though they 
had a couple holes. My least favorite was my second 
adventure, Turned Tables. I thought I had an interesting 
set up but my mid-game was a bit shaky and I had some 
holes in the logic. Overall I felt good about my stories 
though, even though there were minor changes I 
would've made to each of them. 

Which was your favorite story 
(all competitors/rounds)? 

I'm partial to my own story, 
Involuntary Nightmare, 
but the semi-final story 
Nightflame's Ending by 
Henry Lockwood is my 
favorite out of all the 
competitors. He was 
able to tie an interest- 
ing story to his two 
other stories using 
completely different 
ingredients, which is 
really impressive in my 
opinion. 

Do you plan, at this time, to 
compete again next year? 

Definitely, despite the stress it 
was a great experience and one I'd 
definitely be happy to repeat. 

Any changes that you'd like to see to the process? 

A little quicker judging perhaps, but mostly I have no 
complaints. 

Here are some interesting quirks of our illustrious Iron 
DM winner... and they wonder what's wrong with 
me?!? 



What did you like most about the competition? Least? What do you often eat for your breakfast? 



Getting the results, and how great it felt right after 
getting the submission in. My least favorite part was 
the waiting. It was really nerve wracking going over the 
submission after it's too late to make any changes and 
wondering what the judges are going to think of it. 



Eggs, yogurt or oatmeal depending on the day and 
what I have on hand. 

Do you like a dog or a cat? 

Dogs, I'm definitely a dog person. 



Tell us about one of your worst habit or quality? 

Procrastination, definitely. I work well under pressure 
but I still tend to put things off a little too much, which 
can cause problems for me. 

If I take a look inside your refrigerator what would I 
find? 

Chicken, a group of eggs, a bag of spinach, milk and a 
6-pack of beer. 

If you would like to go on a trip where would that be? 

Everywhere! But first I'd like to see Australia or some- 
where in Asia. I've visited Europe, South America and 
Central America so I'd like to see a continent I've never 
been to before. 

What will you do if you have a time machine? 

Either go to the future and come back with a great in- 
vention and winning lottery numbers or go to the past 
and invest in something incredible when it first starts 



up, then come back to the present. Finally, I'd love to go 
back to interesting parts in history or go to the future 
to see what happens to the world. 

How would you react if you were transformed into a 
fish? 

Well, that would really depend on whether I was in the 
water at the time... 

If you had only six months left to live, what would you 
do with the time? 

Sell off everything I own and use the money to travel 
the world as long as I could doing everything I've ever 
wanted to do. 

What is your favorite vehicle? 

Hmm, tough question. Probably a P-51 Mustang. If I 
ever found $10 million lying around I'd snap one up in a 
heartbeat and pay a crew to keep it fueled and flying as 
long as the money holds out. 
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Not everything in an adventure needs to be a combat 
encounter for your players. There should always be a 
town to retreat to, NPCs to talk to and objects to find. 
In this column, I will explore a number of these things, 
allowing you to add a little more flavor to any area you 
feel lacking in zest. Don't expect to find many monsters 
about; this is for the role player in all of us. 

Dragons come in a variety of colors, ages, sizes and 
temperaments, and can be found all across nearly 
every campaign world in all sorts of ways. But they're 
powerful creatures, and sometimes you just don't want 
to design an entire adventure around a dragon, just 
so you can include a dragon in your game. Below we 
present a half dozen dragons you can introduce to your 
PCs who won't take much more time or effort than any 
other encounter you might throw at your players. 

Iscalio [Iss-kal-ee-oh] (Male Red Dragon, Young) 

Iscalio's lair is a small cave on a respectable mountain- 
side, about a days flight away from where his mother's 
lair is, and that's just fine with him. She can pick off 
anything she feels is a threat, and he can hunt to his 
heart's content just outside of where she normally 
does. An excellent compromise, he feels. 

Iscalio thinks himself very clever, and has rigged several 
rockslides around his lair so that whenever he sees 
someone approaching that looks either rich or tasty, he 
can trigger one in an 'innocent' avalanche. 

B'ykausc [buh-yik-ow-sh] (Male Brass Dragon, Mature 
Adult) 

Blending in seamlessly with the sand around him, 
B'ykausc's lair moves with the shifting sands, relocating 
near a number of caravan trails so that whenever he is 
bored, he can swoop down and pluck someone up for a 
nice long conversation. 



things, as he has collected a countless number 
of artifacts with his ever-moving lair. Similarly, 
he has lost a great deal of powerful items, and 
some adventurers make it their entire goal to 
scour the desert seeking the things he has lost. 

Alltear [all-tare](Male White Dragon, Juvenile) 

Alltear is a simple dragon, his scales are hard, 
his sight is keen, but his wings are not quite 
properly developed, making it painful for him 
to fly. To accommodate that, he has learned to 
hunt from land alone, and the lack of a shadow 
descending on his prey works in his favor as 
often as his slower speed does not. 



He has carved his den into the side of a hill overlooking 
a beautiful frozen lake, surrounded by pine trees and 
wildflowers he keeps frozen year-round. The lake's ice 
is thick enough that he can stride across it without it 
buckling, and he keeps it clear of snow so it sparkles. 

Ohbi'brei [oh-bee-breh] (Female Blue Dragon, Young 
Adult) 

While most oases are havens of life and safety deep 
within the cruel desert sands, Ohbi'brei's oasis is eerily 
silent. She has hunted the nearby wildlife entirely out, 
and subsides on picking off travelers seeking to use her 
oasis as a shelter. 

Her actual lair is just beneath the surface of the water. 
The pool is extremely shallow, a tunnel spirals a dozen 
feet below the ground to a gold-lined cave dripping 
with water running off from above. 

Usiblia [you-see-blee-ah](Female Copper Dragon, old) 

Usiblia does not live in a cave like most dragons. 
Instead, she lives in a small human village that has 
adopted her name, Usiblia. The town attracts prank- 
sters and jokers of all kinds, halflings and gnomes and 
bards and more, for though Usiblia charges admittance 
to those who wish audience with her, she also rewards 
those who are particularly clever with coin, items or 
sage advice. 

Eichutol [Ey-chu-tall] (Female Gold Dragon, very 
young) 

Every creature devoted to keeping the balance of good 
and evil has its own way to fight their fight. Eichutol's 
is to travel across the world, challenging travelers to 
varying duels. If the travelers are cruel, they are to the 
death, and if the travelers are fair, they are merely to 
see who is superior. 



Much to the dismay of the local merchants, this hap- 
pens surprisingly often, but he always returns them un- 
harmed a day or two later, rested and well fed. These 
merchants often try to barter the dragon for all sorts of 



She has little interest in keeping a lair, and no capacity 
to carry about a hoard with her - rarely carrying more 
than one or two trophies, which she gives as prizes to 
the decent individuals who best her in combat. 




A Rogue's Tale 

by Euil/lnsane Genius 



Chapter One 

As the morning light broke over the rooftops, Paik 
ran his tongue over his dry, cracked lips. It had been 
about a full day since his last sip of water or bite of 
food and he was feeling the effects rather acutely. "Of 
course, not eating or drinking in a desert city is quite 
possibly the worst of ideas/' he muttered to himself 
as he sat up. As he stared down the alleyway onto the 
main street, he let out a sigh of frustration. Yesterday 
he hadn't been able to find food or water because of 
those damned guards. "And whose fault is that?" he 
said to himself as he stood up, brushing the dirt off of 
his pants and loose-fitting vest. "You had a nice bag of 
apples and a water skin in hand. You probably would 
have gotten away too if it wasn't for the girl." 

Yesterday, he had quite easily stolen the two items 
from a merchant's stall. Such petty thievery was quite 
simple during the busiest times of day in the market 
district. Walking away, however, he had crossed paths 
with a small girl. Looking at her, she couldn't have 
been more than eight or nine years of age and she 
had a gaunt, starved look to her. He tried to walk by 
and ignore her ... he truly did. Nine hells, he had been 
her not too long ago. "No one ever gave me hand outs 
when I was a child begging in the streets," he thought 
to himself as he paused. "Damn it all..." was all that ran 
through his mind as he paused to pull out some apples 
to give her. 

That pause was all the time the stall owner had needed 
to notice two things had happened. His bag of apples 
was missing, and there was a street rat handing them 
to a young girl. Then the yelling began, and that was 
when everything went all wrong. The girl melted into 
the streets and Paik was chased throughout almost 
the entire damn city. He managed to lose the guards 
eventually, thought unfortunately that was after losing 
the bag of apples and the water skin as well. 

'so here I am, Mithrious. Oh Goddess of the Sun, your 
humble servant begins another day copperless and 
starving," he whispered the prayer as he had almost 
every morning since he had left the small chapel he 
had been raised in. A young priestess of Mithrious had 
found him one morning left out on the steps of her 
church and decided to raise him herself as a ward of 



the church. A year later, the soldiers of 
the Empire arrived and proclaimed that 
belief in any god other then Maltier was 
blasphemy and offenders would be put 
to death for heresy against the church 
and against the Emperor Broodan. 

The priestess, Allana, had run with him 
out to the borders of Tomtah Valley and 
caught a merchant caravan out to one of the mining 
towns in the middle of the desert. There they had lived 
for a few years happily, serving the community as a 
shepherd for Mithrious, until his tenth birthday. That 
was when the soldiers had arrived, declaring that the 
mining town now served the Empire. They had burned 
down the church with Allana still inside it. Luckily, Paik 
had been away on an errand and his life was spared. 
From there though, his life had been a long series of 
begging and thieving from day to day, which is where 
he stood now; a street urchin of thirteen picking pock- 
ets and stealing from vendors to survive. In his heart 
however, he still prayed to Mithrious and hoped he 
would live long enough to avenge Allana. 

As he emerged from the alleyway he began to blend 
into the stream of people moving down the street. 
Taking seemingly random turns and keeping in the flow 
of foot traffic, he found himself presented with ample 
opportunities to pick a few pockets and come up with a 
few copper and a silver. "Enough for a bite of food and 
a swallow of water." he thought to himself as he made 
his way to a tavern. Seeing the sign for the One-Eyed 
Hag was a welcome sight to Paik. Never one to ask too 
many questions, Robert Halfstan was a thin weaselly 
man who was usually standing behind the counter 
cleaning glasses and taking orders for the watered- 
down ale and booze he served at his tavern. 

Paik entered the tavern and nodded to Robert as he 
took his normal seat at the bar. Smiling and ignor- 
ing the pain lancing through his dry, cracked lips, Paik 
said, "A glass of water and some breakfast, Robert. 
Fate smiled kindly on me this morning and gave me 
the means to sit at your bar." Robert grinned and ran a 
hand through his greasy, thinning hair. "And I suppose 
Fate has nothing to do with your nimble fingers, eh 
my young friend?" Paik simply slid the coins across the 
bar and said, "You know what I love about you Robert? 
Your silence and love for extra coin." 

Robert let out a laugh and proceeded to put a mug of 
water down on the bar. He barked out an order to the 
cook in the back and soon enough a bowl of gruel with 
some bits of what Paik hoped were horse or dog meat 
floating in it appeared in front of him. Robert's policy 
of not asking questions also applied to the people who 
sold him his meat, and Paik had once had the misfor- 



tune of finding a finger in his gruel. "Beggars can't be 
choosers, now can they?" he thought to himself as he 
spooned it down. It was filling and sufficed to stop the 
knot of pain in his stomach from lack of food, that was 
all that was important. 

Once he had finished his meal, he headed back out- 
side. The life of a young street thief did give you plenty 
of free time and he found his feet leading him to where 
they invariably always did when he let his mind wan- 
der, the burnt out shell of the old church to Mithrious. 
He climbed through the ruined beams to find the small 
shrine he had built to Mithrious. He never prayed at 
it, more often than not he would simply stare at it and 
think of revenge for the death of Allana. Three years 
and he had yet to have a chance for revenge and the 
older he got the more he began to think there was no 
way to get revenge. The men responsible most likely 
had been moved to another post within that first year 
and there was no way for him to get to the emperor, 
which left really burning down the current church of 
Maltier that had been erected to replace Mithrious. 

"Not much chance of doing that. ..the guards patrol 
that place too often and too well. Besides, what would 
the point be? None of it would bring you back, Allana/' 
Paik said to the shrine in a low voice. "I miss you... 
every day I miss you so much. I don't know how much 
longer my luck or my feet will keep me alive. You would 
know what to do, you always knew what to do." 

"You there! What are you doing?" a harsh voice called 
out behind him. "It's dangerous in those burnt out ru- 
ins. Get out of there or I'll call the guards!" Paik turned 
and saw a fat merchant leaning out of his palanquin 
and waving a fan at him. With a sigh, he got up and 
bowed deeply before running away into the alleys. "No 
point in angering another merchant who might re- 
member my face," he thought as he ran away. 

The rest of the day was uneventful, he picked some 
more pockets and found some food and water for the 
night. As night fell, he found himself sitting on the roof- 
top of a small building and watching the moon slowly 
rise in the east. "Full moon. ..a thief's worst enemy." he 
thought to himself as he flung an apple core off of the 
roof and into the street below. He lay back and stared 
at the stars slowly wink themselves to life before his 
eyes. This was a good end to a day, his belly full and his 
thirst slaked. All around, the sound of the city's night 
life began to spring into being; bards singing or playing 
instruments, men laughing and carousing and a myriad 
of other sounds he would be hard pressed to identify. 
As he slowly drifted into sleep, he smiled and whis- 
pered, "Another day tomorrow..." 



Chapter Two 

To say that he was surprised to awaken in a dark cell in 
the morning was an understatement. There was a 
small slit of a window high above him that only allowed 
a sliver of light into the tiny cell. The floor was caked 
with straw and dirt, the door a large wooden behe- 
moth studded with iron rivets and bars. As his eyes 
continued to adjust to the dim lighting, he found 
himself beginning to worry. The room he was in was 
extremely small, only enough room for him to lie down 
and a small hole in the corner for him to make waste 
in. The only thought he had was a frightening one: the 
black cells. 

Most in town had heard of the black cells at one point 
or another. Most of the cities in Tomtah Valley were 
prison cities, using the prisoners as slave labor in the 
mines or quarries. The free cities didn't have prisons 
then to deal with crime. Simply small holding cells 
where the inhabitants would be shipped off to one of 
the prison cities once a slave caravan came through. 
More prisoners died in the black cells than were 
shipped off. Cold sweat trickled down the back of his 
neck as he fought to keep panic from taking over. 

He knew better then to shout or cry for help, no one 
bothered with those in the black cells. His only hope 
was that a slave caravan would come through soon 
or.. ."I escape." he whispered to the dark as he began to 
assess his assets. He searched his clothing for the 
hidden pocket on the inside of his trousers and was 
pleased to find his simple set of lock picks still there. 
Clearly whoever had searched him had not done as 
thorough a job as he should have, he thought as he 
chuckled and set to picking the lock on the door. 

After a few tense moments of testing, he heard the 
satisfying click that signified a sprung lock. Carefully, he 
slowly opened the door and peered into the hallway 
beyond. He saw no sign of a guard or any other people, 
so he slowly crept through the door and closed it 
gently behind himself. Keeping in the dark and out of 
the shallow torchlight, he crept down the hall. Soon, he 
saw the end of the hallway opening up into a larger 
room. 

As he was about to cross the open doorway into the 
room, he paused. Looking at the doorway, he noticed 
that something was off. He saw a tiny tripwire, the 
torchlight barely glimmering off of it in the dark. Barely 
daring to breath, his eyes followed the wire to its 
source in the wall. He very carefully set about disman- 
tling the trap, his movements slow and careful as he 
hadn't had much practice in this sort of thing. His luck 
held though as the tripwire was soon dismantled and 
he entered the larger room. 



At first, it seemed like it was empty. There was another 
doorway across from him, but the room itself was 
strangely bare. "There should be at least a table or cots 
or something for guards," he thought to himself as he 
slowly crept around the edges of the room. "And 
speaking of guards, I haven't seen any sign of any." 
Reaching the far door, he began to move down another 
dark hall, torches guttering on the walls and creating 
lots of shadow for him to hide in. He barely made a 
sound as he moved down the hallway. For a long time, 
the hallway simply went on, slightly curving to the left 
as he went along it. 

Finally, he saw a doorway with bright light shining 
through the seams. Unfortunately, he also ran into the 
only guard in the dungeon it seemed. The man stood 
wearing a chain mail vest and a dull metal helmet. At 
his belt he had a short sword buckled along with a 
small dagger. He stood under a torch and was munch- 
ing on a hard piece of bread. Paik silently cursed the 
gods for putting him in this predicament and began to 
back down the hallway, 'surely, there will be another 
door somewhere else that will lead outside," he 
thought. 

Before he could take another step, he heard the 
discernible sound of armored boots approaching from 
the direction he had come from. The guard by the door 
quickly placed the heel of bread into a pocket and 
stood up at attention, clearly he had heard the ap- 
proaching footsteps as well. Paik again fought to keep 
panic from controlling him as he desperately tried to 
think of a way out of his situation. His back pressed 
against the wall, he suddenly felt a small niche in the 
wall with his fingers. As he searched, he felt it move 
beneath pressure and the wall give way behind him. 

Quickly, he allowed himself to fall backwards into the 
darkness and rolled to his feet again as the hidden 
panel slid shut again. Now he was in utter darkness. No 
torchlight, no ambient light. ..there was nothing to light 
his way. "Nor nothing to give my position away," he 
thought with some comfort. Darkness was the thief's 
friend was an old saying and Paik had familiarized 
himself with it soon enough once he had been thrown 
out into the street. He simply sat and waited for his 
eyes too adjust, counting down the seconds. After a 
minute of waiting and no change, Paik felt his way back 
to the wall. If no light would present itself, he would 
simply have to follow the wall out. Keeping sure to 
keep his right hand against the wall, he slowly moved 
forward. He sank to his knees and began to crawl 
along, keeping his free hand out in front in case the 
floor gave out in front of him. 

After an hour of crawling, he sensed a change in the 
light and realized he could barely make out the hallway 



in front of him. Soon enough light began to increase 
and he got a better sense of where he was. The hallway 
was small and to the left it dropped off into a large pit. 
Sweat broke out when he realized how close he had 
come to falling down that pit several times. He contin- 
ued along, however, and soon he saw the end of the 
hallway and a small trapdoor that led up out of the 
hall. 

There was a grate in the trapdoor, so Paik tried to look 
up to see where it led to. He didn't hear anything nor 
could he see any people milling about it, so he carefully 
slid it open and peered out over the edge. Rough 
hands quickly grabbed him under the arms and lifted 
him up into the room as a raucous cheer went up. Out 
of seemingly thin air, the room was filled with ten 
people, men and women dressed in simple black and 
gray clothing. Each was wearing leather armor and a 
few even had studded leather armor. Each was smiling 
and clapping as Paik desperately looked about for an 
escape. 

Spotting a doorway, he spun and slammed his elbow 
into the groin of the man holding him. With a groan of 
pain, the man sank to his knees as Paik sprinted for the 
doorway. The people watching simply laughed while 
the door sprung open to reveal a man wearing a mask 
of ivory made to look like a grinning fool. With a loud 
roar of laughter, the man took off the mask revealing 
the face of the guard that had been in the previous 
hallway. "Welcome little desert mouse! Welcome to 
the guild of thieves!" he said as he slammed the door 
shut behind himself. 

Chapter Three 

A year passed swiftly for young Paik. They trained him 
diligently and mercilessly day and night. He learned to 
move quieter then he had ever known possible. He got 
a full set of lock picks and learned to use them expert- 
ly. He grew more adept at disabling traps and how to 
cling to shadows and walls. The Art, they called it. He 
learned every aspect of the Art and grew better with 
every day and training session. 

Finally, the guild leader, the Lord of Masques, told him 
he was ready. "Each initiate has to undertake a task. If 
you can find and steal an appropriate item without 
getting caught or having your presence detected in any 
way, you become a full member of the guild. If you are 
caught. ..well, enjoy your time in the real black cells," 
he had said before Paik had left for the night. As for 
what Paik was going to steal, the boy already knew 
exactly what he wanted. 

The church of Maltier was a large and extravagant 
edifice, but inside was one item that Paik knew would 



be the only item he could steal that would mean 
anything. The holy scepter of the priest, a gold-encrust- 
ed rod studded with gems and topped with a large 
diamond. The item had been crafted here and was due 
to be shipped to the capital city of the empire to be 
presented to the high priest himself as a present. Paik 
hoped they wouldn't notice it being gone until it had 
reached that destination. 

As night fell, he clothed himself in a black cloak and a 
suit of leather armor. He slipped a small dagger into his 
belt, but other than that carried no weapons. If he got 
caught, he was as good as dead, no matter what 
weapon he carried. He carefully packed his lock picks 
and other tools into the soft, oiled leather carrying 
case they had given him and slipped it into the inner 
pocket of his cloak. Once equipped, he moved outside 
and looked at the sky. Grinning, he thought, "A thief's 
moon tonight/' as he quietly climbed onto a neighbor- 
ing rooftop and began running to his destination. 

Soon he stood on the roof beside the church of Maltier. 
Now began the dangerous part of the night, slipping in 
unseen. He had been watching the church at night for 
a while now. The guards patrolled diligently outside, 
but once inside he would have a much easier time of it. 
The scepter itself was being kept inside of a velvet- 
lined chest and was due to leave tomorrow morning. 
All he had to do was slip the duplicate he had commis- 
sioned into the box and take the real thing back to the 
guild hall. No simple task but not impossible. "Only 
need to get inside/' 

Quickly and quietly, he uncoiled the rope he had 
brought with him and the padded grappling hook. The 
easiest entrance was via the rooftop, but it was the 
most dangerous. No guards on the roof, but also not 
very many places to walk safely. The roof was steeply 
sloped in most areas, but he had finally found a small 
platform that led to the upper areas of the church, 
including the bell-tower. His plan was to climb across to 
the platform, then up to the bell-tower. From there it 
would be a simple climb down to the chamber with the 
rod and he would be on his way home. 

A few quick flicks of the wrist and the grappling hook 
was sailing across the air. With a soft thud it landed 
and caught on the edge of the platform. Paik tugged to 
be sure then tied the edge off on the rooftop. Carefully 
he began the slow crawl across the rope to the other 
rooftop. Below, he saw a guard passing by. All he 
needed to do was look up and Paik would be dead, but 
he simply walked on and Paik let out a small sigh of 
relief. Once on the other side, he pulled out his second 
rope and grappling hook. 

Hoping his luck would continue to hold, he threw it up 



to the top of the bell-tower. His luck held, as did the 
hook. Testing it first, he then proceeded to climb up 
the tower. "Quick and silent. ..quick and silent..." was all 
that ran through his head as he made it to the top and 
peeked into the bell-tower. Inside, a small platform ran 
around the edges of the tower, with a massive bell in 
the middle. A small trap door led down into the church 
and Paik was relieved when he tested it and found it 
unlocked. Slowly descending the dark tower, he began 
to feel the tension in his stomach begin to release. 

He knew exactly which room the rod would be in, and 
quickly made his way there. Again, his luck held that 
there were no guards posted at the room. Quietly, he 
picked the lock on the door and let himself in. The box 
that contained the rod was large and ornately covered 
with gilded carvings of Maltier. Paik's eyes narrowed as 
he considered defacing the carvings, but that would 
defeat the purpose of why he came there tonight, so 
he forced himself to set about opening the chest. 

The lock on the chest was a rather difficult one, so he 
forced himself to take his time picking it, since time 
was there to be had. Finally, after what seemed an 
eternity, the lock clicked and the lid popped open 
slightly. He lifted the lid of the box and inside saw the 
rod, glittering softly in the recesses of the chest. 
Quickly, he pulled out the fake and made the swap. He 
closed and relocked the chest and slipped out of the 
room. Again, he made sure to lock the door behind 
himself again so that his presence would go undetect- 
ed for as long as possible. 

Making it back to the top of the bell-tower was easy 
and down to the rooftop even easier. Looking down 
over the rooftop, he saw no guards nearby patrolling, 
so he began to climb out over the rope. Midway out 
though, he suddenly heard a shout. Down in the street, 
a guard he hadn't noticed was pointing at him, loading 
a crossbow and yelling out, "Thief! Thief on the roof- 
tops! Guards to me!" 

In one motion, Paik slipped his dagger out of his belt 
and cut the rope behind him. As it cut, the rope swung 
him quickly through the air as a crossbow bolt ripped 
through the space he had been occupying moments 
before. Paik hit the wall of the building roughly, but 
grimaced through the pain and began to swiftly climb 
up to the rooftop. Arrows and more crossbow bolts 
skittered and slammed into the walls around him, but 
again his luck continued. However, once on the roof, he 
let out a low moan as he saw a man climbed up over 
the far edge, directly in the way of his escape route. 

The man pulled out a longsword and grinned at Paik. 
"I'm going to gut you here and get a promotion for 
this." he said as he laughed and charged the young 



rogue. As his sword swung through the air, Paik ducked 
to the side to avoid it and deftly spun around. Already, 
his hand had pulled a throwing dagger out of a hidden 
pocket and he threw it straight at the guards face. His 
aim was off slightly and it tore across the guard's 
forehead instead of through his eye. The guard let out 
a cry of pain and tried to wipe the blood out of his 
eyes, but he was momentarily blinded and that was all 
the time that Paik needed. 

Turning, he sprinted towards the next rooftop, taking a 
flying leap to make the distance across. Barely, he 
managed to land on his feet. He quickly began crossing 
to the next one, hearing the guards yelling getting 
louder and the great bell on the church beginning to 
peal out a call for more guards to come. Paik's breath 
was beginning to get ragged by the third or fourth 
rooftop. He had not planned to be chased all around 
the city, and was trying to find a hiding place. He risked 
a glance back to see that several guards were chasing 
him across the rooftops and he heard the clatter of 
hooves on the roads below indicating there was a very 
good chance more were going to get ahead of him and 
cut him off. 

Suddenly, he saw that he was at the end of the line of 
houses. With no other rooftops to jump to, he was 
trapped. Spinning he saw four guards landing on the 
far edge of the rooftop, grinning and each pulling a 
sword out. Paik's eyes scanned about, panic beginning 
to set in as he knew that he was likely going to die 
here. The first guard stepped forward, slicing with his 
sword as Paik drew a dagger and shoved it into the 
man's throat. 

As the man fell dying, Paik was already turning to 
dodge the next guard's attack. The next guard struck 
out with his sword, trying to keep his distance and use 
the longer reach of his sword to his advantage. Paik 
quickly took a step back, pulling another throwing 
dagger out as he did so and throwing it at the guard. 
This time, his aim was much better and the man fell 
with it protruding through his right eye. "Two for two 
so far..." was all he managed to think as he tried to 
duck under another sword swing. 

The two remaining guards were flanking him now and 
he knew he wasn't going to be able to last much 
longer. That point was driven home painfully as he 
didn't move fast enough and one of the guard's sword 
strokes sliced across an outstretched arm. Pain flooded 
his left arm as he reeled slightly and the guards let out 
a laugh. He tried to take a step back and realized that 
he was at the very edge of the rooftop. Blood seeped 
down his arm as his mind raced. The guards realized his 
situation and began to prod him with their swords, 
trying to make him fall backwards off the rooftop. 



With his good arm, Paik kept trying to fend off their 
attacks with his dagger, but it did him little good. With 
every moment that passed, he felt the burning in his 
left arm growing and it was getting harder to concen- 
trate. Suddenly, he heard a noise in the street below 
and instantly made his choice of what to do. The guard 
on his right suddenly lunged forward saying, "Time to 
die, thief!" That was all the opening Paik needed. He 
turned to the left and pushed the man over the edge, 
then smiled to the remaining guard and said, "Luck be 
with you friend, and Mithrious bless your day!" as he 
jumped over the edge of the roof himself. 

The guard he had pushed landed with a wet crushing 
noise as he hit the cobblestones of the road below. 
Paik landed in the hay cart he had heard approaching 
and quickly rolled out of it. The guard on the roof 
yelled out in anger as Paik ran into a nearby alleyway 
just as mounted guards turned the street corner. Paik 
knew now that he was in the alleys he would be safer, 
but he still needed to find a place to hide. 

The blood from his wound would leave a clear trail for 
them to follow, that he also knew. He ducked into a 
small alcove and tore off a piece of his cloak. He quickly 
bound his wound in the black cloth and was pleased to 
note that it staunched the bleeding enough that it 
wasn't dripping on the ground anymore. Wincing in 
pain, he continued running down the alleyway, disap- 
pearing into the night. 

The guards searched for the rest of the night, but were 
unable to find any trace of the thief who robbed the 
church. After searching the church, they were unable 
to determine if he had stolen anything, as nothing of 
value was missing. The chest was sent off without a 
worry, and life continued as normal for the church of 
Maltier. It was only months later that the Knights of 
Maltier arrived and killed the head priest for his 
insolence of sending a fake rod that they knew some- 
thing had gone wrong. 

After hearing about the death of the head priest, Paik 
couldn't help but smile. The wound on his arm had 
healed nicely, though it left a ragged scar behind. The 
Lord of Masques was quite pleased with his acquisition 
and his position in the guild was solidified. Paik now 
had a small room at the guild hall and all the privilege 
that was given to a beginning member. He was a true 
practitioner of the Art. 




10 Tips for Running a 
Memorable Game 

bymountainbound 



There are two basics of DMing that won't be covered 
below: plot development and the use of detail. It's 
true, every post needs to appeal to the senses, and 
your story needs to be gripping - that's just good 
writing. But writing and running a game are two 
separate things. So, how do you craft an awesome 
game that your players will remember? 

1. The Golden Rule: Fun is your first priority. Before 
making any decision, whether it's a rules decision or a 
new plot direction, ask yourself: Will my players enjoy 
this? This is a game, and 
people play it to have fun. 
Sure, people like to be scared 
and challenged by the adven- 
tures they're on, but they also 
want to feel powerful and 
clever - to feel like something 
greater than themselves. If 
you inhibit that sense of 
greatness, your game won't 
last long. 



2. Keep it moving. Pacing and 
post frequency are key to 
your game, otherwise, people 
forget the plot, they forget 
their character's personality, 
they forget to care. Move 
your game forward with every 
post if possible, and don't 
wait on the laggards. This will 

keep your motivated players engaged, and your 
laggards will either get the message or drop. 

But wait... what does it mean to "move your game 
forward"? To me, it means revealing something central 
to your plot in the context of a situation to which your 
group feels compelled to respond. To help with this, 
ask yourself how players are likely to react before you 
post. Do they have a clear enough opening? It isn't 
about railroading them into an action, it's about 
dangling a situation in front of them that's so ripe they 
can't help but interject themselves into it. 

3. Be careful with magic. This is your game - don't be 
afraid to disallow any spell, item or ability if you feel it 
doesn't jive with the world you're creating. If you're 



Describing things, rather 
than naming them, will 
add some mystery to your 
world. Change a creature's 
attributes, appearance and 
name. A skeleton with eerie 
glowing eyes might still be 
a 1HD skeleton... but your 
players don't know that. 



running a campaign in the desert, consid- 
er disallowing endure elements; if in the 
mountains, disallow spider climb (or, 
since it's more valuable, make it a higher 
level spell). This forces players to rely 
more on their skills, role playing the 
results of good and bad rolls alike. 
4. Break up the party. In and out of 
character, it's easy to hide in a big group. 
Occasionally the characters in your group need to get 
separated. I realize this goes against conventional 
wisdom, but smaller groups work well online. When 
the group is broken up into two or three mini-groups, 
suddenly the stakes are much higher for all players. 
What's more, an appropriately-staged combat situation 
can really bond the characters involved. This is espe- 
cially true if it happens early on in a game, and more so 
if none of the characters have healing skills! 

5. Put your players off balance. Rough up their charac- 

ters. Don't be afraid to 
shatter a sword, blind some- 
one, or cut off a body part 
(ears or even a hand). Just be 
sure to make the event 
momentous and dripping 
with detail. The occasional 
maiming or loss of an impor- 
tant tool will force people to 
take you seriously, and help 
them deepen a connection 
with their characters. Besides, 
there are usually healers 
around to patch people up 
(though a quest to regenerate 
a lost hand could be a cam- 
paign unto itself). And when 
that fighter who broke his 
sword - after surviving a 
battle or two without - finds 
a new blade... it will truly be treasure. If it's enchanted, 
he may even weep! Just remember to compensate 
players who you've roughed up with some eventual 
reward. 

While on the topic of putting people off balance, 
consider the skills that few players give much credence 
to... craft, handle animal, and perform are high on the 
list for Pathfinder and 3.5; acrobatics or endurance in 
4E. Arrange an encounter that tests everyone's ability 
with this skill. Even if the DC is well below 10, your 
players will sweat, especially if there are real conse- 
quences should half the group fail. This makes every 
skill point count, and will make those players with 
ranks truly feel their worth. 

6. Be generous with dialogue. This is the Internet, and 



people tend to skim. But most still read dialogue - be- 
cause it's bold text, and if the DM is speaking through 
someone, there's usually something important to be 
said. Use that to your advantage, but keep your lines 
succinct. To this end, you may consider having at least 
one NPC with the party at all times. In-party NPCs can 
keep the conversation rolling between characters, and 
are great for providing both comic relief and tension. 
Never be afraid to offend a character (not a player). 
Ruffled feathers mean engaged players! 



10. Build anticipation. To make any encounter memo- 
rable, you need to get people wondering about it 
beforehand. If your group is heading into a land ruled 
by an evil warlock, let them meet people along the way 
who tell stories of his dreaded henchmen, or how 
green lightning fills the sky above his castle each night. 
Whether the goal is a person, place or thing, be sure to 
name it repeatedly over the course of several posts so 
even inattentive players recognize the point of the 
adventure. In doing so, let them sort through hearsay 
and fact alike, and make it seem like the challenge is a 




A side benefit to dialogue is it often serves to break up 
long paragraphs of text into shorter sections. This will 
help with readability - a plus with long posts. 

7. Reward any post you feel is above average. People 
always read RPXP comments that others leave for 
them, and it's an excellent way to provide positive 
reinforcement. Plus, RPXP makes people happy. Every 
day the system gives you five shining opportunities to 
spread some happiness. Use them! 

8. Make life easy on your players. Summarize the 
situation and possible actions at the bottom of your 
posts; keep track of XP for players; give them some 
clue as to which monsters are in bad shape and which 
are still gearing to tear them apart. In addition, provide 
details to help your players craft their responses. For 
example, if someone rolls a 2 while searching an empty 
room, don't say "You find nothing of interest." Rather, 
describe the cracking plaster, or the musty reek of the 
place. Even if the details are irrelevant to the game, 
players will often use them to enrich their posts. 

9. Don't show your cards. Describing things, rather 
than naming them, will add some mystery to your 
world. Change a creature's attributes, appearance and 
name. A skeleton with eerie glowing eyes might still be 
a 1HD skeleton... but your players don't know that. And 
after the battle is over, they'll still be wondering: What 
was up with those glowing eyes? 'Normal' skeletons 
don't have eyes that glow... If you call it a crypt walker 
instead of a skeleton, you'll really have them scared! 



near-impossible one. When they succeed, they'll truly 
feel like the heroes they are. 

11. Don't let mechanics disrupt momentum. Sure this 
is a list of ten tips, but I just thought of a few more, 
so... Bend the rules any time it suits you dramatically, 
and allow them to be bent occasionally when it suits 
your players. It's okay sometimes to look the other way 
on movement, spell durations, object hardness or even 
a feat prerequisite if there's good role playing involved. 
If you're not comfortable with this, consider using 
action points. 

12. Cater to character strengths. This brings us back to 
the Golden Rule: making players feel their characters 
are powerful - or at least useful. Be aware of their 
feats, skills and abilities (see #5 above), and arrange 
encounters for them to be used. If there's a monk who 
can Deflect Arrows, then set up an ambush with 
bowmen to either side. If there's a ranger in the party 
with ores as her favored enemy, then make sure those 
bowmen are ores! 

In conclusion, to have a memorable game, you need to 
love your game! You need to love the characters in 
your game, and be willing to help your players raise 
them to new heights. Get excited about unfolding your 
storyline with your group - even if you don't know 
where it's heading or how you'll get there (which is all 
the better). It's your players' story as much as your 
own, anyway. And above all else, remember the 
Golden Rule applies to you too... Have fun! 




Zea tucked her small body closer to the ground, hands 
tightly gripping her weapons as she rolled her tiny 
frame across the moss-covered ground. Supple leather 
armor, tanned two shades darker than her own sun- 
bronzed skin, creaked faintly. Two seconds later her 
movement stilled, and to any eyes in the warm marsh- 
lands around her, she seemed to fade and disappear 
into the foliage of a saltbush plant. The light of the 
mage door behind her served as a beacon, she knew, 
silhouetting her to anyone looking in her direction 
when she crossed through. Her years of woodland 
training flowed naturally into her demeanor. 

You can never be too cautious, she thought, when 
stepping through a mage gate. Rationally, she knew the 
doors only opened into well established safe areas, and 
no one and nothing that would mean her harm would 
be nearby when the doorway opened, but Zea took 
nothing for granted anymore. One rarely did when one 
was a three-foot-tall bounty hunter in a world of much 
larger humans. 

"Everything okay, Badger?" a rich, deep baritone spoke 
from the doorway. Zea looked towards the door at the 
sound of her nickname. 

A tall silhouette appeared in the white limning of the 
door and moved through unconcernedly. Although the 
mage door was over six feet tall, the figure bent his 
huge frame to get through. His face still held the 
roundness and baby fat look of youth. His slow mea- 
sured speech, coupled with his body size, bespoke 
those individuals who are often born addled of wit and 
slow of mind. Hands the size of ale barrels gripped a 
sheathed greatsword. Oiled leather armor creaked 
quietly as he straightened to his full height. His almost 
permanent grin reappeared as he ran his thick-fingered 
hand through his blond hair. 

"Yes Mud, it's fine. Bring Asha, would you?" the slight 
woman replied as she broke cover and stretched, her 
head not quite reaching the top of the bush nearby. 
Zea Andropogon, "Badger" to her friends, kept her 
eyes on the nearby marshes, still looking for signs of 
movement, but was more relaxed than moments 
before. She was a diminutive figure, typical for gnomes, 
only three feet tall. From a distance, she would appear 
to be a half-size human woman with a dark tan, but 



upon closer inspection, her face showed 
the features common to hill gnomes. 
Deep set brown eyes under a thick line of 
eyebrows watched the marshland 
around her, and any beauty to the 
human eye was broken by the thick, 
almost bulbous nose so common to 
gnomes. 

Relaxing her guard, she untucked the 
thin wisp of patterned silk that served as her cloak and 
removed the hood from her head. She saw no signs of 
danger around her, and the only sounds heard were of 
insects buzzing in the tall grasses. Of course, having her 
partner, a fighter the size of a draft horse, at her back 
always increased her calm. 

She tugged at the braid of dark black hair tucked into 
her collar, freeing it. A stripe of white shot through the 
braid, a single inch wide path of colorless hair from 
forehead to spine that had garnered her nickname 
ages ago. It was the result, long ago, of a magical prank 
gone awry, leaving her a visible reminder of her 
youthful indiscretions and jocularity. She flipped the 
braid behind her, feeling it settle down her back, as she 
waited for Asha to come through the mage gate. 

Mud's smile widened and he whistled quickly. In the 
doorway light a dog appeared, massive to the size of a 
small pony itself, and slowly moved through the light of 
the mage door. She moved up next to Mud, her shoul- 
ders waist- high to the tall man. Mud absently 
scratched the dog's head, it feeling like a fur covered 
wine keg under his hand. The huge riding dog stopped 
only an instant to enjoy the attention, then plodded 
forward into the clearing toward her dark-haired 
owner. The light of the mage door faded behind them. 

The large man settled a small backpack over his 
shoulder, containing most of their supplies. Long 
experience together had taught them to pack light, and 
their magical abilities allowed them to travel even 
lighter than most others. Zea was glad for that. 

Long ago, before she had trained her partner in some 
simple earth magic, it would have taken two packs, 
twice as large, simply to carry enough food for him. But 
several years of training in the mage arts now meant 
Mud could conjure his own food each day, relieving 
them of the need to pack a cook cart each trip. A bit of 
shelter, insect screen and some emergency rations for 
him and the people they had been hired to rescue 
were all that was needed on this outing. 

Asha waited next to her master, nose quivering at the 
new smells around her. She was excited as well, Zea 
knew, always alert and eager. Besides being an excel- 



lent riding mount for the small gnome, Asha was highly 
protective of her smaller master, serving as an excellent 
guard and companion on their treks. 

"What now, Badger?" the large man asked. 

"Now we track," Zea said as she scratched the ears of 
her companion Asha. The dog stood silently enjoying 
the attention. She was larger than the small woman, 
large enough to serve as a mount when she needed it. 
Her brindled colors muted well into the grasslands and 
forests they tended to haunt together. "They shouldn't 
be too far ahead." 

Zea slapped at a flying bug "And we try to not get eaten 
alive by the bugs." 

Mud chuckled. "They never seem to bother me. I don't 
know why." 

There was a swarm of them now, hovering just out of 
her arm's range, apparently brought to this piece of 
marshland by the introduction of three warm-blooded 
meals. They surrounded the area in each direction, a 
semi-solid black wall of parasites waiting to make life 
miserable for any travelers. 

"Just stay with Asha, and don't wander off, please, 
Mud?" she asked. "Stay in sight of her." She worried 
about her companion, not constantly, but often. 
Despite his physical age, he had never fully grown up. 
She knew he was really a boy at heart, and in his head. 
Mud was just "himself". "Which is not a bad thing to 
be," she thought. At least, Mud was almost always 
happy. 

"I will, Badger. And I bet Asha and I find the princess 
first!" His boyish face split with a bigger grin. Asha 
moved off to one side of a nearby hummock, nose to 
the ground, and the large fighter followed happily into 
the muck, heedless of the mud and wetness under- 
neath his feet. 

Badger shook her head as he moved past a small bush. 
"I've told you Mud, she isn't a princess. She is just the 
daughter of a baron and we need to find her." She 
found herself talking to his large back as he slogged his 
way through the mud of the marsh. She gave up the 
argument, knowing that to Mud, every job they took 
was finding princesses and slaying dragons. It didn't 
matter how mundane their current job was, to Mud, 
the world was one of constant adventure; fighting 
bandits, finding treasure and rescuing damsels in 
distress from evil monsters. His world was very simple, 
and Badger had learned to live just inside it enough to 
keep Mud safe from real harm. 



Asha had learned that lesson as well, she knew. The 
dog loved him more than anyone, and she would make 
sure nothing happened to him while he followed her. 
Left alone, Zea knew he would likely get lost in the 
swamp inside of ten minutes, but with Asha, she had 
no worries. Instead, she gathered her thoughts and 
took to the other side of the small game trail, looking 
for signs of a larger party that may have traveled 
through in recent days. 

Zea focused her mind on the magical energies running 
under her feet through the earth. Faint traces of energy 
floated in lines through the air as well, also usable by 
her mage skills. Working quickly, she gathered them 
together and bound them with a quiet word of power, 
and released them into a spell. She had always been 
more attuned to earth and air than the other nature 
sources, but she could pull from water when needed. 
Fire magery was still beyond her. Her spell formed into 
small air sprites, invisible wisps of energy barely 
sentient. She sent them ahead of her, scouting the area 
for signs of disturbance as she moved. Controlling them 
took little effort, and left her mind free to wander as 
she moved through the grasses and waterways. 

Anissette Levaugh, daughter of Baron Karulin Levaugh, 
had been traveling by coach from her cousin's summer 
estates in the mountains to her father's baronial 
holdings on the coast. Unfortunately, she had not 
arrived. Scouting parties had found the coach, stripped 
of every ornament and gilding worthy of resale, 
dumped off the road into a swampy fen. Bodies of the 
baroness's guards were not found, but Zea knew they 
might never be. Saltmere Marsh was not known for 
giving up its dead once it had them. 

Desperate to recover his daughter, Baron Levaugh had 
sent troops after the bandits. His guards had been 
partially successful, having slaughtered half of the 
bandit clan and recovering two prisoners who had been 
caravan guards for the baroness. However, they failed 
to stop a smaller party of raiders from escaping the 
camp, taking the baroness and her two maid-servants 
with them across the marsh. It took no intelligence to 
realize the party was headed towards a rendezvous 
with a ship off the edge of the swamp, and even less 
intelligence to realize there was no possible way a 
group of soldiers could travel through the swamp itself 
in time to catch them. 

That was when the baron turned to the mage guild at 
Almere. For a hefty price, the mage guild was known to 
recover almost anything; artifacts, lost treasure, stolen 
property, people, spell components, anything remotely 
legal. And when it came to the Saltmere Marsh, the 
mage guild turned to Zea. Her reputation as a tracker 
and scout in the wild lands was well earned, and she 



had spent over twenty of her one hundred plus years 
of life in the Saltmere. Together with her partner, their 
reputation for getting jobs done was practically un- 
matched in the Almere area. It was that record, and a 
hefty payment of gold florins, that led them to this 
spot in the swamp. 

She looked to the swamp floor carefully for signs of 
disturbance, looking for tracks, disturbed pools, 
anything that would indicate the kidnappers had 
passed through. Strands of dark hair, sweat-slick, fell 
into her face. She brushed them back with the same 
hand that swatted at the innumerable bugs attacking 
her. 

She had a good idea where the bandits were headed, 
as there was only one way out of the Saltmere to the 
north, and that was by ship. And, she knew as well that 
there were only two places with deep enough harbor 
to draft an ocean-going vessel close to shore. They 
would have to pass through this area, somewhere, if 
they were going to get out of the swamp. And she 
knew, if they passed, they would leave a trail. Either 
she or her sprites would find some sign, soon enough. 

She continued searching, expanding her route in a 
slow, half circle. Her sprites increased her search area, 
but they could not range too far from her, their source 
of energy, without fading. And Zea knew they were 
barely intelligent, and easily distracted, so although 
they would likely see any signs, there was a chance 
they would miss something subtle. Scouting using 
magic was helpful, but magic could never replace the 
keen eyes and senses of a true hunter like Zea. 

She knew Asha was working a similar pattern, only the 
dog used her keen sense of smell more than eyesight. 
Anything passing through the swamp would disturb the 
mud, splash the murky water, and create a plethora of 
scents that Asha would recognize as 'out of order'. If 
they had passed, Asha would find signs. 

Zea slapped at the swarm of black pests hovering 
around her, silently wishing she shared Mud's ability to 
simply instantly heal the tiny bites and stings they 
inflicted. The sweat running down her face only served 
to attract them and make her life more miserable. She 
wondered if all the bugs in the swamp had given up 
attacking Mud, and had swarmed to her instead. It 
certainly seemed that way. 

She knew why the bugs didn't bother him, even if he 
didn't know himself. The bugs bit him, but his personal 
power instantly healed the bites and irritations. It was 
part of his special gift, his ability to heal himself and 
others with just a touch and concentration. She had 
seen priests and clerics do the same thing, but Mud 



had no special training or connections with the priestly 
magics of healing. He just could. Just as she could draw 
earth magics to cast spells and make her steps invis- 
ible, Mud could heal himself and others with a touch. 

Zea knew he also had more power than any three 
priests she had ever seen. She had seen him heal the 
nearly dead and dying, and she herself had been pulled 
back from mortal wounds by his touch. He could not 
raise the dead, at least, she thought, not yet. The limits 
of his gift had never been fully tested. And she hoped 
they never would be. 

She paused her futile efforts to kill the swarm to daub 
herself with mud. It smelled awful, of course, reeking 
of rotting swamp and vegetable matter, but the layer of 
muck would serve to protect her from the assault of 
the vermin hanging in the air. It also added to her 
ability to blend into the surroundings, looking like a 
half-man lump of mud and swamp grass. Zea smiled at 
the thought of her mud-covered self moving through 
the marsh, chasing after the kidnappers. "I could 
probably walk up to their damn camp and they 
wouldn't see me now, and if they did, they would think 
I was fenfolk or something. Certainly not a bounty 
hunter." 

An hour of humid heat and buzzing insects found Zea 
still searching for signs of the kidnap party. The slight 
sound of parting grass and the drip of water falling into 
the swamp brought her to a halt. To her left, the 
head-high grasses parted to allow Asha's head to poke 
through. Wordlessly, Zea stopped her searching and 
followed the dog across the marshlands. "Finally" she 
thought. "One of us found something. Of course, it had 
to be Mud and not me." 

A short bit of travel brought the pair to the edge of a 
large tree-covered hummock, rising from the sea of 
grass. Mud sat happily on the ground, playing absently 
with a piece of wood broken from a tree. Zea watched 
his face scrunch in concentration as he moved his 
hands over the wood, stroking it slowly along the grain. 
The wood itself was smooth in his hands, so Zea knew 
he had been working it for a while, shaping it with the 
bits of magic she had taught him. She opened herself 
to the flow of magics through the swamp, and could 
see the weak lines moving towards him, being woven 
around the wooden stick. Mud himself glowed faintly, 
the result of his internal magic ability, constantly "on" 
in her sight. 

"Hi Badger!" Mud spoke. His concentration on the item 
in his hands broken, Zea could see the spell's magic 
fade away to earth again, the weaves disappearing and 
the mage lines returning to their normal flow. 




Mud laughed. "You look funny, Badger. All covered in 
mud. Did you fall?" He held the vaguely bird shaped 
block of wood in his open hands for her to see. "We 
found the princess's track, and I am making her a swan 
for when we find her/' 

"That's good Mud. But you will have to finish that 
tomorrow though. We need to find her first, and now 
that you have the track, we must move quickly. What 
did you find?" Asha moved over to the far side of the 
low hill, where Zea could see tracks in the mud and 
imprints of packs and poles in among the tree roots. 

"Good job, girl." She praised her dog with a quick 
scratch under the chin as she looked at the area. Grass 
and reeds lay flat, most still broken, on the hummock. 
"Someone rested here." A quick search of the area 
gave Zea an idea of numbers, finding at least ten 
separate booted footprints and three sets of slippered 
ones. "It's been a day, Mud" she said. "We need to 
move fast to catch them before they reach the coast. 
Are you ready?" 

The large man had already shouldered his pack, and 
again carried his sword in hand. He simply nodded, as 
Zea moved through the grass, following the trail of 
broken reeds. Zea passed through the tall 
grasses and reeds without seeming to leave a trail, the 
grasses bending aside gently as she moved, springing 
back with almost no sign of passing. She knew her 
tracks would be nearly impossible to follow, only a 
fellow tracker stood a chance. However, the mud-holed 
footprints left by her companion marked the trail like a 
beacon for anyone else. She knew there was nothing 
she could do about that, Mud was just not a wild 
tracker, as she was. His talents lay in different arenas. 

Six hours of movement through the swamp brought 
nightfall coming quickly. Sensing the need to stop, Zea 
finally halted their march at a small rise of earth, dry 
among the marsh around it. It looked inviting, , a bit 
of firmer ground to camp on. She looked around the 
hummock, paying attention to the ground near the 
gnarled roots of a large smoke tree. Satisfied, she knelt 
on the moist earth, cast her small arms wide, and be- 
gan speaking in a soft, chanting voice. Mud moved up 
behind her, Asha in tow, and stood, watching. 

Zea's soft voice continued chanting the words of her 
spell, and soon, a small creature inquisitively poked a 
long nose out of the barrow beneath the roots. The 
nose preceded the furred body of a marsh rat, cat size 
with a naked tail running behind it into the burrow. 

"You called, earth sister?" The voice was high and 
hesitant in Zea's mind, scared but cautiously curious. It 
came from the marsh rat before her. 



"Yes. I come in peace, and wish to rest here the night. 
Is it safe?" Zea projected the image of her party, includ- 
ing Asha, to the smaller rat. She knew that the dog too 
would look frightening to the colony here, and didn't 
want any misunderstandings when making friends. 

The rat hesitated in thought. "There is death from the 
sky, day and at night." It looked upward suddenly, as 
if afraid merely speaking of the threat might bring it. 
"And occasionally a legless one steals one of us, but 
that is all. It is safe for such as you." The images in her 
mind were of a marsh hawk and an owl, not a threat 
to her, and a snake. The snake could be a problem, if 
it were large enough, but the odds were against that. 
They would take their chances. Besides, she thought, 
what snake could swallow Mud? 

"Then we will stay, and we will share our food. Thank 
you." Zea closed her mind to the spell before it could 
start a headache. 

"Badger, Badger" Mud spoke excitedly. "Can you make 
it stay? Can you make it stay and play?" He pointed his 
huge finger towards the now empty hole in the ground. 
"Please?" 

Zea shook her head. "Mud, you know that we do not 
force creatures. We ask of them, and they give what 
they will. All creatures have free will Mud, even marsh 
rats." She stood up and looked around the hummock. 
"But, if you do your chores tonight, I will help you with 
the spell, and you can ask him." 

Another smile broke through his face, and his eyes 
danced in the setting sunlight as he gathered moss 
from the nearby trees for bedding. Zea set up the small 
cold camp, and laid out blankets on the moss Mud 
brought back. Soon enough, they had a tidy camp set 
up at the high point of the hummock. Asha moved over 
to a cool lump of moss and lay down. 

"We could all do with a nice meal, Mud." Zea spoke 
slowly. "Do you want to conjure up food for all of us?" 

His face beamed. "Yes, Badger! I will. I will do food and 
water, and then I can ask the rats to play?" 

"Yes, that is fine. You do that, and I will clean up a bit. 
Remember to conjure some nice treats for your new 
friends, should they come to play." 

Zea watched him finish settle into a light trance. She 
had taught him the several minor spells he knew, 
all from her wildland magic. He learned slowly, very 
slowly compared to natural spellcasters, each spell 



taking several months of practice and patience rather 
than days or weeks for most. He was still expanding his 
skills, but had yet to grasp the complexities of anything 
except the most basic conjures. She smiled to watch 
him mouth the words, twisting his lips around the 
strange sounds. 

Part of the problem was that he had no knowledge 
of what the words meant. To him, it was simple rote 
memorization. He spoke words, and if he got the 
sounds just right, magical things happened. It was the 
same as singing songs in a foreign language. One might 
sound out the words, and sing perfectly, but still have 
no idea what the words really were that were being 
sung. 

She stripped out of her own clothes as Mud focused 
on his spellcasting. Setting them aside on a root stump, 
she cast her own spell. Mage energies collected at her 
hands, flowing through her, and a small pseudo-sprite, 
made of air and mist, appeared before her. She com- 
manded it to attend her clothing and clean the camp, 
then dismissed it to work. A magical construct, it was 
not a living creature, just a bit of focused mage energy 
taken common form. She conjured another one and 
sent it to pick the mud and ticks from Asha, and a third 
to flit about the camp and stand guard. 

Mud had succeeded in creating a large platter of food 
in front of him, and a large cask of fresh, pure water. 
A thought from Zea sent a pseudo sprite to pour the 
water into their skins, refreshing them for the next day. 
It emptied several cups into a large flat bowl near Asha, 
who stood up from her grooming to lap at it. It also 
carried a cup to Zea for her enjoyment, and some fresh 
fruit from Mud's conjuration. She noted with a smile 
a large assortment of cheeses and breads, along with 
oats and grains for the marsh rats. Asha wandered over 
to the pile of food, and began to devour the meats and 
sausages Mud had conjured for her. 

By the time Zea's clothes were cleaned and she had 
been wiped down head to toe by her helper sprites, 
Mud sat on the blanket with a dozen marsh rats crawl- 
ing nearby him. More adventurous ones were in his 
lap, and one sat carefully balanced on his huge shoul- 
der, being fed bits of dried corn. Others scampered 
back to their warrens with bulging cheeks and bits of 
food in their paws, storing it away for later. For their 
cooperation in sharing their territory, they were being 
given a season's worth of food. 



"They tickle" Mud said as one ran up his arm to perch 
on the other shoulder, bravely demanding an equal 
share of grain. He scratched one under the long snout 
and mouth as it took the food proffered. He giggled like 
a small child, and Zea thought for a moment that he 
truly was a small boy trapped forever in a man's body. 
She continued to hear him giggle quietly with his new- 
found friends until she fell asleep. 

The following day was much like the first in the marsh; 
grass higher than Zea's head, mud deeper than her 
knees waiting for a single misstep. They were up before 
dawn, Mud quickly ate breakfast and broke camp, set- 
tling the blankets into his pack, then carefully placed 
the last scraps of bread crumbs and cheese near the 
rat warren entrance. Then they left the small hummock 
and followed the trail left by the kidnappers. 

Half the morning later, Zea found the abandoned 
campsite. She circled carefully, looking for traps. Find- 
ing none, she signaled Mud to enter. They carefully 
scoured the area, Zea noting body impressions in the 
grass and scrape marks on the small trees that showed 
where the captives had been tied. 

Mud was the first to find the signs of trouble. "Bad- 
ger, over here. Someone was hurt." Zea moved to 
examine the area. Blood, only a few hours old, stuck 
to the marsh grass. That wasn't a horrible sign, Zea 
knew. Traveling through the marsh was hazardous, and 
injuries were common enough. It would only be worse 
for the baroness and her ladies, unaccustomed to the 
rigors of a forced march and captivity. 

What concerned her more was that it might not be 
swamp related, and that one of the captives had been 
beaten, or worse, by the bandits. Of course, the blood 
could be from one of the bandits, but already she 
doubted it herself based on the small knee imprints in 
the ground where someone sat kneeling and bleed- 
ing. The many smaller footprints moving in the area 
told of various ladies standing near, providing support 
and comfort. She rather doubted they would care that 
much for their captors anguish. 

"I hope they are all right" Mud said. "Was it the prin- 
cess?" 

To be continued... 
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random encounters exist, but they are 
largely vanilla affairs that are quickly 
forgotten. Those campaigns are the ones 
with the most to gain from this article. 
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It's been a long and harrowing adventure, full of cryptic 
clues, deadly enemies and many, many memorable 
moments, but now it's getting close to the end. The 
players' sense of excitement is palpable as the DM 
begins his description. 

DM: "You're standing at the base of Mount Gaun, 
looking up its steep and almost trackless slopes. 
Hidden somewhere near its cloudy peak is the Lost 
Temple of Bal-Tet, within which - past its warding spells 
and enchanted guardians - rests the Orb of Tsaronka. 
As prepared as you can be, you begin the ascent." (DM 
rolls dice, consults table) "After three hours of climb- 
ing, you suddenly hear a chorus of loud shrieks. You 
have stumbled too close to a dire eagle aerie, and they 
fly out to attack you." 

The players' collective groan rises over the gaming 
table, as they realize the culmination of their adven- 
ture is going to be put on hold for pointless combat 
against an enemy that has nothing to do with the 
plotline. In a tabletop game, that means half an hour 
or so of wasted time. How much worse, then, is it in a 
play-by-post game, when the players realize they're 
likely going to spend the next week or two or three 
trading posts about shooting arrows at implausibly 
large birds? 

Such is the nature of the 'classic' random encounter. 

The pertinent question is this: Is the random encounter 
still something viable in play-by-post and modern 
gaming, or it is some hoary relic that should have been 
abandoned years ago? Yes. And no. Like so many other 
elements of this game, its usefulness and value come 
not from whether it is used, but how it is used. This 
column examines some new and unorthodox ways of 
looking at random encounters and how to make them 
an asset for the play-by-post gaming experience. 

If It Feels Good, Do It 

It may be the oldest chestnut of gaming advice, but still 
it bears repeating here. Random encounters are 
entirely optional. If they fit well with how you want to 
run your campaign - and if your players like having 
them in the game - use them to your heart's content. If 
they don't, then don't. Most campaigns, DMs and 
players fall somewhere between those two poles; 



A Little Goes a Long Way 

Random encounters are a strong spice, 
and if used, should be used sparingly. 
Such encounters should come as a 
surprise to the players and characters 
alike; they should not be something the players expect 
to run into every time they take to the road. If you 
keep the number of encounters to a minimum, they 
can still seem fresh and exciting to the players. If, on 
the other hand, the players come to expect a daily 
assault by something ill-tempered and distasteful every 
time they're in the wild, they'll likely start finding ways 
to avoid travel of any kind. 

Time's Not On Our Side 

A random encounter should never be a long, extensive 
battle. There's no denying combat moves slowly in 
play-by-post. If you run a random encounter of mul- 
tiple waves of multiple enemies, you'll find the time it 
takes running from days to weeks and possibly even to 
months. If your encounter takes so long that by the 
time it's done the players have forgotten why they 
were traveling from one point to the next, it's gone on 
much too long. 

Obviously, in a game played with dice, there will be 
things outside of the DM's control, and a bad run of 
luck on the part of the PCs can make an encounter that 
was supposed to be short and sweet last longer than a 
politician's stump speech, but DMs should still set 
random encounters to last no more than six or seven 
combat rounds. On the outside. 

Make these encounters brief but memorable. After all, 
you want the characters to get back to your plotline, 
don't you? 

Motivational Encounter 

This advice will be galling to those addicted to pains- 
takingly measuring Challenge Ratings and Effective 
Character Levels, those to whom the word 'balance' is 
unassailable dogma. But they need to hear it as much 
as anyone else. 

Players get worn down sometimes, as do their charac- 
ters. The PCs must struggle against overwhelming 
odds, making it through battle after battle by the skin 
of their teeth. Players, for their part, have to endure 
the long combats and the fear their favorite character 
is about to be chopped up into a pate. 

From time to time, when the players or the characters 



or both are in need of a little ego boost, throw them an 
encounter with a foe who's their definite inferior. After 
all, that group of four ogres has no way of knowing the 
three travelers they see coming toward them are 10th 
level adventurers. A few rounds later, the fight is over, 
the journey is resumed and the PCs are walking tall. 

The World is Bigger than You 

Of course, there is another side to the viewpoint 
above. Just as it's perfectly reasonable to have an 
encounter with an enemy the PCs outclass in every 
way, it's quite appropriate to have an encounter with 
an enemy who outclasses the PCs. 




Unlike a cupcake encounter, however, this must be 
handled with a bit more discretion on the part of the 
DM. Such an encounter should never be something the 
PCs cannot avoid, nor should it be something they 
can't flee. The players should never get the idea the 
DM is out to get them. Just because you can have your 
group of 3rd level PCs run smack into a hungry red 
dragon or renegade iron golem while they're busily 
exploring an unknown cave in hopes of finding a back 
door into the goblin nest they're trying to clear out, it 
doesn't mean you should. If you're that anxious to kill 



the party, you probably shouldn't be running a game. 
An encounter with something beyond their abilities is 
useful not only to remind the players that not every- 
thing in the world is somehow automatically tailored to 
their current power level, it can also be an excellent 
way to get the party back on track when needed. For 
example, say the PCs are journeying through a land 
filled with ancient crypts (something analogous to 
Egypt's Valley of the Kings). You mentioned the crypts 
in passing - they're basically there as window dressing 
and you certainly haven't created interiors or backsto- 
ries to go along with them. Still, even though time is 
short, the PCs are bound and determined to break into 
every single tomb in search of trea- 
sure. They should know better, and 
there's nothing wrong with showing 
them the error of their ways with a 
dozen or so mummies rising up to 
greet the intruders. 

Why Do We Have to Fight? 

One of the most common defenses of 
the random encounter is that it 
serves to illustrate how dangerous 
the world can be. Point taken. Still, 
how boring is a world in which 
everything is out to get you? What's 
wrong with a random encounter 
that's not pre-ordained to end in 
violence? 

Nothing, of course. In fact, such 
encounters are a useful tool in the 
DM's bag, an excellent way of drop- 
ping in rumors and plot hooks, 
introducing major and minor NPCs, 
replenishing the PCs' supplies and 
adding to the perception of depth of 
the world itself. 

In its simplest form, such an encoun- 
ter could be with a trade caravan 
sharing a camp with the PCs for the 
night, giving the characters the 
opportunity to restock certain items 
from the caravan's inventory. Later, after a few drinks 
and a few hands of cards, one of the drovers mentions 
how much work they're getting lately, with larger 
caravans and shortened deadlines - the first hint the 
PCs receive that something is amiss with seaborne 
shipping. 

A more complex encounter could be the PCs happen- 
ing upon a farming family standing in tears as men in 
livery put their home to the torch. The characters' first 
reaction might be to attack, but as it so happens, the 
family lost their land because two years of failed crops 



left them unable to maintain it. The land was then 
bought by a local merchant who has been purchasing 
and consolidating nearby farmland - the lands and the 
house are legally his to do with as he will, and attacking 
his men means the PCs are committing a serious crime. 
Not only do the PCs have a moral issue to wrestle with 
regarding what to do, there's now the question of why 
this merchant is assuming direct ownership of so much 
land. 

Still another possibility is to have the PCs encounter 
two militias from rival 
towns just before fighting 
starts. Both towns lay 
claim to a particular spot 
of land famed for its 
fertility and known locally 
as the Green Lady's Yard. 
The PCs have many 
options available to them, 
from walking by uncaring 
to siding with one group 
or the other to trying to 
negotiate a truce be- 
tween them. If they 
investigate the matter at 
all, they'll learn the name 
comes from an ancient 
statue of a young woman 
in the middle of the land, 
covered in green moss 
and virtually buried by 
the passage of time. 
Unknown to any of the 
locals, the reason the 
Green Lady's Yard is so 
fertile is that below this 
statue lie the two-thou- 
sand-year-old burial 
chambers of an elven 
princess. 

Nothing is Ever Random 

An aspect of random 
encounters that tends to 
make them annoying to 
players is, bluntly, the 
sheer randomness of 
them - particularly when 
they're determined by the roll of the dice on a table in 
some book. If the PCs are moving through goblin 
country, the players are going to look askance at a 
sudden encounter with a group of bugbears. If they're 
in a desert, they'll likely have some very valid questions 
for you about the surprise assault by a swarm of giant 
termites. 



At the same time, so many randomly determined 
random encounters are painfully cliche. PCs making 
their way through a network of crypts? Here come the 
ghouls and carrion crawlers. In a sewer? Watch out for 
the otyugh - you know it's around here somewhere. 
Swampland? I believe lizard men and shambling 
mounds are still de rigueur. 

So how do you make sure these encounters are neither 
inherently contradictory nor cliche? Easy. Remove the 
thing that tends to make random encounters annoying 




- their randomness. If you want the PCs to have en- 
counters outside the scope of your campaign's plotline, 
plan them out in advance like you would anything 
germane to the plot. This way, you can tailor the 
enemies, their equipment and their tactics any way 
you want without having to do it on the fly. You'll end 
up with a much more satisfying experience and your 
players won't know the difference. 



The World Ain't a Chessboard 

So you've decided on running a random encounter for 
your PCs. But how are you going to make it exciting? 
There are many ways, a number of which are detailed 
below, but for now let's start with the basics. The battle 
map, whether it's on a tabletop or a computer screen, 
may look flat and static, but there's no reason the 
battle itself should be. 

For example, if the PCs are in the midst of an ocean 
voyage, an attack by a band of sahuagin seems an easy 
choice. But don't stop there. Not that sahuagin aren't 
great enemies, but simply having a bunch of them 
swarm the ship as it sails along means you're ignoring 
half the tools at your disposal. Have the sahuagin 
attack, certainly, but have them do it at dusk, in a 
storm-tossed sea. Now the fight's getting interesting. 
Light is uncertain, and more importantly, so is the PCs' 
footing. There are a dozen resources out there with 
rules for fighting in such a situation, but even if you 
have none of those books, it's simple enough to create 
a quick set of rules on the fly for how to handle it. 
Perhaps every time a combatant is struck while strug- 
gling on the wave-washed deck of the ship, he must 
succeed a Balance skill check with a DC equal to the 
damage dealt in order to keep his feet. Perhaps you'd 
like to assign a percentage chance every round for a 
particularly large wave to wash over a portion of the 
ship, and all combatants in that area must succeed a 
Reflex save or find themselves swept overboard. These 
rules would, of course, hold true for the sahuagin as 
well as the PCs, though being cast into the sea is a 
much less troublesome situation for them than it is for 
the paladin in full plate. 

Obviously, these are tricks often used by DMs when 
crafting particular planned battles, but there's no 
reason not to use the same thing to liven up a random 
encounter. 

Throw in the Towel 

At some point in most battles, it becomes clear who 
the winner will be. For example, you create a 'random' 
encounter for the PCs with an evil priest leading two 
ghasts and seven ghouls and the fight is on. A short 
time later, the priest lies dead, the ghasts and four of 
the ghouls are mincemeat while all the PCs are still 
standing. Barring a run of bad luck so unlikely it's not 
worth considering, the PCs are going to win this fight. 
Let them. Announce that they wipe out the three 
remaining ghouls and are victorious. The fight was, for 
all intents and purposes, already over, and the only 
thing that can come from playing out the rest of it is 
wasting time. If the players insist on fighting the battle 
through to the last round, then by all means do so, but 
it's likely they'd rather put it behind them and get on 
with the story. 



Expanded Content 

Is there a new or homebrew item, feat or character 
class you're tempted to put into your campaign but 
would like to see in action before you do? A random 
encounter is the perfect setting for it. Create an NPC 
with that weird new prestige class and a couple of 
oddball feats and, when appropriate, sic him on the 
PCs in your own personalized playtesting session. By 
the end of the fight, you'll know whether this is 
something you want in your campaign world. 

Seeds of the Future 

This has already been touched on elsewhere in this 
article, but it truly deserves its own section. A random 
encounter offers the DM a useful way to sow new 
seeds for the future of the campaign, whether for the 
next part of the main plot, some point farther in the 
future or even an offshoot of the main story the 
characters may or may not wish to pursue. The most 
common such seed, of course, is a rumor, something 
the encounter enemy says during the fight or with his 
last breath, a few words that point the PCs in an 
unexpected direction or allow them to connect the 
dots, rightly or wrongly, in ways they hadn't guessed 
before. 

The most common way, however, isn't the only way. 
The value of items in directing a campaign path is too 
often overlooked. It can be something as blatant as a 
treasure map found in the enemy's belongings, or 
something more subtle, like a useful but very distinc- 
tive magic item found in the hands of bandits, a magic 
item that happens to belong to a local noble family. I'll 
discuss the non-character sheet impact items can have 
on a campaign in a future column. 

Lastly, the very nature of the encounter itself can 
suggest future directions from the campaign. If the PCs 
encounter frequent bandit attacks on a road long 
thought safe, they might start to wonder what's going 
on. If the 'encounter' is with a dozen mutilated drow 
corpses lying in a sunlit field, they're likely to be 
intrigued by thoughts of what happened there. With a 
'random' encounter, DMs can easily slip all these things 
into the game without muddying the waters of the 
campaign's main plotline. 
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The Book of DOOM 

byJJ Wolven 




Dragons have always had a prominent place in d20, 
even from the beginning where they appear in the very 
name of Dungeons and Dragons. The dragons were 
often the endgame foes, or wise advisers that were 
untouchable until late in the game. As time progressed, 
the desire to harness the awesome power of dragon 
as a character became common. Yet even to this day, 
there has been little material to offer variety to these 
amazing creatures. Now we have a prestige class that 
will allow dragons to specialize, both for the DMs and 
the players who want to play them. 

The other aspect that is primarily attributed to the 
dragon, though many creatures have it, is the breath 
weapon. The Rod of Dragonbreath gives a way to do 
more than just increase its power or change its type, 
not only granting a breath weapon to those that use it 
but allowing for other uses and effects with the breath 
weapon. 



may become a lord of the skies. 

Prerequisites: 

Race: dragon type 
Other: Fly speed 30+ 

Hit Die: d8 
Skills: 4+lnt 

Same as dragon base/creature 



Flyby Attack: At 1st level, The lord of the skies gains the 
Flyby Attack feat even if he does not meet the prereq- 
uisites. 

Improved Speed (Ex): At 2nd level, and every other 
level thereafter, the lord of the skies' fly speed increas- 
es by 10. 

Aerial Preference (Ex): Starting at 2nd level, the lord 
of the skies prefers flight greatly to any other form of 
movement. All speeds except fly are decreased by 5 
feet times the dragon's lord of the skies level. 
Starting at 6th level, the lord of the skies prefers to 
fight from the air. All attack rolls suffer a penalty equal 
to the dragon's lord of the skies level unless the dragon 
is airborne. At 10th level, the dragon prefers to defend 
from the air. The dragon's AC suffers a penalty equal to 
the dragon's lord of the skies level unless the dragon is 
airborne. 



Lord of the Skies Prestige Class 

Most dragons are quite satisfied with their flight skill. 
Occasionally, however, a dragon comes around who 
isn't. These dragons want more than what they have. 
These dragons want to be the masters of the skies. 
When one of these dragons succumbs to this desire, he 



Dive Attack: At 3rd level, the lord of the skies gains the 
Dive Attack feat even if he does not meet the prerequi- 
sites. 

Improved Maneuverability (Ex): At 3rd, 5th, 7th, and 
9th level, the lord of the skies becomes more skillful 
in the air. The lord of the skies' fly maneuverability 



Lvl 



BAB 

+1 



Fort 

+0 



Refl 

+2 



Will 

+0 



Special 



Flyby Attack 



+2 



+0 



+3 



+0 



Improved Speed, Aerial Preference (speed) 



+3 



+1 



+3 



+1 



Dive Attack, Improved Maneuverability (poor) 



+4 



+1 



+4 



+1 



Improved Speed 



+5 



+1 



+4 



+1 



Snatch, Improved Maneuverability (average) 



+6 



+2 



+5 



+2 



Improved Speed, Aerial Preference (attacks) 



+7 



+2 



+5 



+2 



Improved Maneuverability (good), Wingover 



+8 



+2 



+6 



+2 



Improved Speed 



+9 



+3 



+6 



+3 



Improved Maneuverability (perfect),lmproved Flyby Attack 



10 



+10 



+3 



+7 



+3 



Improved Speed, Aerial Preference (AC),Air Mastery 



increases one step. 



the same name. 



Snatch: At 5th level, the lord of the skies gains the 
Snatch feat even if he does not meet the prerequisites. 

Wingover: At 7th level, the lord of the skies gains the 
Wingover feat even if he does not meet the prerequi- 
sites. 

Improved Flyby Attack: At 9th level, the lord of the 
skies gains the Improved Flyby Attack feat even if he 
does not meet the prerequisites. 

Air Mastery (Ex): At 10th level, the lord of the skies' 
mastery of flight is absolute. He gains the Air Mastery 
ability. This is identical to the air elemental ability of 



by jj_wolven 

Rods of Dragonbreath 

Appears to be a fire-hardened black wooden quar- 
terstaff with a miniature dragon head at the top, its 
mouth open in mock attack. 

All Rods of Dragonbreath have the following ability: 
+1 quarterstaff 

If anyone but a magic user of at least 5th level, a crea- 
ture of dragon type or a creature with a breath weapon 
touches this staff voluntarily, they take 1 negative 
level. This level remains until the staff is put down and 




cannot be removed otherwise by any means. When a 
Sorcerer is wielding this item, all effects are spellcaster 
level +i. 

Greater Rod of Dragonbreath 

The person wielding this rod may use a breath weapon 
as if under the effects of Dragon Breath once every ld6 
rounds. Only the breath weapon of a red dragon may 
be used this way. 

This rod also gives you the power to modify your 
breath: 

-Breath Flare-3/day 
-Blinding Breath-l/day 
-Rebuking Breath-2/day 

-Breath Weapon Substitution-l/day-Can only be used 
to switch to a specific dragon's breath weapon associ- 
ated with the rod. 
-Dispelling Breath-l/day 
-Ethereal Breath-2/day 
-Greater Stunning Breath-2/day 
-Animate Breath-l/day 

-Breath Weapon Admixture-l/day-Can only be used 
to add a specific dragon's breath weapon associated 
with the rod. 

-Enervating Breath-l/day 
Price: 149,000 gp 
Rod of Dragonbreath 

This rod gives you the power to modify your breath: 
-Breath Flare-3/day 
-Blinding Breath-l/day 
-Rebuking Breath-2/day 

-Breath Weapon Substitution-l/day-Can only be used 
to switch to a specific dragon's breath weapon associ- 
ated with the rod. 
-Dispelling Breath-l/day 
-Ethereal Breath-2/day 



-Greater Stunning Breath-2/day 
-Animate Breath-l/day 

-Breath Weapon Admixture-l/day-Can only be used 
to add a specific dragon's breath weapon associated 
with the rod. 

-Enervating Breath-l/day 

Price: 107,000 gp 

Lesser Rod of Dragonbreath 

The person wielding this rod may use a breath weapon 
as if under the effects of Dragon Breath once every ld6 
rounds. Only the breath weapon of a red dragon may 
be used this way. 

This rod also gives you the power to modify your 
breath: 

-Blinding Breath-l/day 
-Rebuking Breath-2/day 
-Dispelling Breath-l/day 
-Ethereal Breath-2/day 
-Animate Breath-l/day 
-Enervating Breath-l/day 

Price: 109,000 gp 

Least Rod of Dragonbreath 

This rod also gives you the power to modify your 
breath: 

-Blinding Breath-l/day 
-Rebuking Breath-2/day 
-Dispelling Breath-l/day 
-Ethereal Breath-2/day 
-Animate Breath-l/day 
-Enervating Breath-l/day 

Price: 63,000 gp 
by maxxrox 
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The Haunted Tower 
of Balagor 

An Adventure by Hallstadt 



I 



High on a hill near the village of Raven's Roost stands a 
crumbling tower that rises skyward like a skeletal finger 
from the stony ground. Mothers and wet nurses 
whisper warnings to children about strange shapes 
seen shambling near the tower on moonlit nights. Even 
the tribes of goblins that dwell in the hills beyond the 
village avoid the place. The elders of the village say a 
great wizard named Balagor once inhabited the tower 
years ago. In his lust for power, they say, he unleashed 
some dark magic there which first cost him his sanity 
and finally his life. Some even suggest Balagor lives on 
in the tower after death, continuing his pursuit of 
arcane knowledge from beyond the grave. 

In light of recent strange happenings, including the 
discovery of dismembered goblin corpses and the 
disappearance of a young traveling mage, many 
villagers have begun to think the tales of the haunted 
tower may be more than mere stories told to thrill and 
frighten children. 

Preparation 

All the information a Dungeon Master needs to run this 
adventure can be found in the D&D 3.5 core rulebooks 
(The Player's Handbook, The Dungeon Master's Guide, 
and The Monster Manual). While this adventure does 
include custom monsters and magic items, all informa- 
tion for these is described in full below. 

This adventure is designed for a party of four 1st to 3rd 
level characters, and would make an ideal first adven- 
ture for a new campaign. A party of less than four 1st 
level characters may have difficulty with some of the 
encounters, and the DM should feel free to modify 
encounters to fit the abilities of her group. 

This adventure takes place in and around the small 
forest village of Raven's Roost. This village should fit 
into virtually any campaign setting, in any wooded area 
at least a few miles from any large town. The village is 
little more than a circle of tumbledown, thatch-roofed 
houses, with a blacksmith, a stable and a single inn— 
The Maiden's Meet Tavern. The adventure begins in 
the Maiden's Meet Tavern, where locals and travelers 
alike rub elbows over ale and the fine music performed 
by local bards. 



This scenario blends problem solving and 
deductive skills with combat and action. 
"Hack and Slash" style players may be 
frustrated with some of the critical 
thinking and investigation needed to 
successfully complete this adventure. On 
the other hand, players who enjoy 
solving problems with their wits as well 
as their blades are insured a challenging 
and rewarding experience. 



Adventure Background 

A few weeks ago, a young adventurer by the name of 
Korl Brimwald went missing. Many believe he went in 
search of dark powers rumored to exist in the Tower of 
Balagor. Korl's two friends and fellow adventurers— 
Ladara, a halfling bard, and Gorvyn, a human fighter- 
seek brave souls willing to aid them in their investiga- 
tion of their friend's disappearance. 

Ladara and Gorvyn were badly wounded on their way 
to Raven's Roost in a battle with a band of ores. Be- 
cause they still need time to recover, they seek the 
services of adventurers to help them discover the fate 
of their friend. Though they are not rich, the pair offers 
to pay anyone willing to lend them aid. 

Korl Brimwald always thirsted for magical power. When 
he discovered a moldering tome that mentioned the 
Tower of Balagor and the ancient magic hidden within, 
he felt compelled to investigate. Unbeknownst to Korl, 
the wizard known as Balagor the Red had set a cunning 
trap within the tower, hoping to lure a young mage 
such as Korl to the tower. As his physical body began to 
feel the ravages of old age, Balagor used a powerful 
wondrous item known as a stone of soul binding to 
preserve his soul as he waited for an unsuspecting host 
to enter his tower. The magic item functions precisely 
the same way as a magic jar spell (see PHB, page 250), 
except that its effects are permanent and cannot be 
undone. 

Balagor has waited a long time for someone like Korl to 
enter the tower, and he has now successfully taken 
over Korl's body, trapping the younger man's soul 
within the stone of soul binding. Now that he is once 
again in material form, Balagor has commenced the 
work he began when he first entered the tower years 
ago— to build the "ultimate golem," a twisted creature, 
part construct, part undead. Once Balagor perfects his 
creation, he intends to build an army of the creatures 
to serve his vile ends. If he succeeds, he will first send 
his minions to attack the village of Raven's Roost, but 
he will not stop there. Balagor is mad for power, and if 
he is allowed to continue his work unchecked, his 
efforts may result in a full-scale war between the living 



inhabitants of the land and his undead construct 
hordes. 

Adventure Synopsis 

The characters investigate the crumbling Tower of 
Balagor to discover the secrets hidden within and to 
learn the fate of the missing adventurer, Korl Brimwald. 
Once the adventurers enter the tower, they must face 
Balagor's minions and survive the perils of the tower 
itself to ascertain what befell Korl. 



Bardic Knowledge or Gather Information check. 



Stone of Soul Binding 



Aura moderate necromancy; CL 10 
Slot --; Price 2,850 gp Weight lib. 
Description 

At first glance, this item appears to be nothing 
more than a simple bloodstone sphere, three 
inches in diameter, worth approximately 100 
gp. This stone is in fact a potent magical object 
created by powerful wizards to prolong their life 
spans. When the user speaks the command word, 
she can leave her physical body, transferring her 
soul into the gem as per a magic jar spell. Unlike 
that spell, however, this item allows the user to 
inhabit the gem indefinitely, and once the user 
transfers her soul into another's body the effects 
are permanent and irreversible. The user's physi- 
cal body dies immediately after her soul enters 
the stone, and the wielder may not return her 
soul to the gem under any circumstances. If the 
user dies while inhabiting a possessed body, both 
her soul and the soul of the body's original inhab- 
itant die as well. 
Construction 

Requirements Craft Wondrous Item, magic jar; 
Cost 1,425 



Adventure Hooks 

There are several avenues by which the characters may 
learn of the tower of Balagor and of Korl's disappear- 
ance. If the DM wishes to thrust the party directly into 
the dungeon without much setup, Korl's friends can 
approach the PCs and hire them to determine the 
whereabouts of their missing friend. 
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Rangers have discovered disfigured corpses of 
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recently entered town. 
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There is a tower near the village that many 
residents believe to be haunted. Strange sounds 
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A mage named Balagor used to live in Raven's 
Roost but he went mad and became a hermit. 
Some say that Balagor's spirit still haunts the 
tower a few miles north of town. 


30 


A young mage who was traveling through town 
went missing recently. His two friends believe he 
may have gone to investigate a ruined tower a 
few miles north of Raven's Roost. 



Rumors around Raven's Roost 

Additional adventure hooks include the following: 

--In the woods near Raven's Roost, the PCs stumble 
upon the corpses of several dead goblins. Some of the 
goblins have had limbs removed. NPCs in the village 
suggest someone or something from the tower is 
responsible. 

--The PCs read of the Tower of Balagor in a musty 
tome, or hear tell of the place from an NPC wizard or 
sorcerer. 

Getting to the Tower 

Once the characters learn enough about the tower and 
Korl's disappearance to warrant investigation, they will 
travel through a heavily wooded area, along a nearly 
overgrown trail to reach the tower. While villagers may 
warn the adventurers of possible goblin attacks, the 
party will find the woods are eerily quiet and bereft of 
inhabitants. When the party decides to approach the 
tower, read or paraphrase the descriptive text below. 



On the other hand, if the DM prefers to role play the 
adventure hook and encourage the PCs to do some 
investigation first, the PCs may begin by learning 
rumors by interacting with the characters in the 
Maiden's Meet tavern with either Gather Information 
or Bardic Knowledge checks. The precise information 
the characters are able to learn depends on the DC of a 



After a long journey on a winding forest trail, you 
catch your first glimpse of the tower standing on a 
small hill before you. The structure rises from the 
stony ground like a skeletal finger pointing skyward. 
The massive stone blocks of the tower are worn 



smooth in places by the passage of time. The up- 
permost crenels have begun to crumble under the 
weight of years. The few high windows of the tower 
appear to be boarded up, and the place looks to be 
abandoned. A single oaken door on the tower's face 
appears to be the only visible means of entrance. 
The woods around you are strangely silent, almost 
as if someone is holding his breath, too frightened 
to speak. 



DM Note 

While the tower is ancient and eroding in places, the 
door is indeed the only viable means of entry. Adven- 
turers who try the door will find it unlocked— Balagor 
does not expect trespassers, and believes his undead 
minions will quickly frighten away anyone foolish 
enough to enter his tower unbidden. 

Unless otherwise noted, all other doors in the tower 
are locked and possess the following attributes: 

Reinforced Oaken Door: 2 in. thick; hardness 5; hp 20; 
break DC 20; Open Lock DC 25. 

Should adventurers wish to enter through a window, 
allow a climb check (DC 25) but try to forewarn them 
that the tower appears unstable and difficult to climb, 
and that attempting to do so would be unwise. If the 
PCs do manage to scale the towers wall and break or 
smash open a boarded window, they will see that the 
upper chambers of the tower within have collapsed, 
and that a sheer drop of 35 feet awaits them should 
they attempt to enter this way. The tower has four 
windows in total, one of which is located above the 
entryway (area 1), while the other three are situated 
above the feast hall (area 4). 

Boarded Windows: 1 in. thick; hardness 5; hp 10; break 
DC 15; 

1. Into the Darkness (EL 1/3) 
Setup 

If the PCs decide to enter the tower without a light 
source, only those with lowlight vision or better will be 
able to see clearly enough to progress safely. If PCs 
have no light source and no ability to see in the dark, 
the DM should make it clear that exploring the tower 
without adequate lighting would be foolish and poten- 
tially deadly. If the PCs possess lowlight vision or 
darkvision, or if they have an appropriate light source, 
then read or paraphrase the descriptive text below. 



You stand in the entryway of the tower. This cham- 
ber is about 15 feet wide and stretches on for 
approximately 30 feet northward into darkness. A 
vile mix of odors assaults your senses as you enter 
the tower, and strange skittering sounds come 
from doors set about halfway down the corridor on 
either side, leading to the east and west 



Features 

The stench in this chamber comes from the corpses of 
goblins who met their unfortunate demise at the hands 
of Balagor's undead construct. This small group of 
goblins had taken up residence in the tower while 
Balagor was inactive within the gem of soul binding, 
but when Balagor resumed his work, he sent his 
constructs to drive the goblins out of the tower. A 
single goblin, Gorku, remains alive buried under the 
bodies of his fallen kinsmen who were killed by the 
undead constructs as they attempted to flee the tower. 

Gorku should pose little challenge to the party in 
combat, but should the PCs decide to spare his life, he 
may provide useful information to those fluent in 
goblin. Gorku also speaks a smattering of common, 
though the DM should limit his responses in common 
to a few monosyllabic words. The skittering sounds 
come from rats that dart about in the shadows feeding 
upon the bodies of fallen goblins. 

The door on the eastern wall is unlocked and leads to 
the guest room (area 2). The door on the western wall 
is locked and leads to the blacksmith's chamber (area 
3). 

GORKU CR 1/3 

This pathetic goblin has oversized, bulbous eyes, and 
shakes continuously as though terrified for his life. 
Having seen his kinsfolk murdered at the hands of 
Balagor's undead constructs, Gorku is severely trauma- 
tized, and is likely to latch on to anyone willing to show 
him the slightest hint of kindness. 

CN Goblin Warrior: hp 5; See Monster Manual, page 
133. 

Possessions: 3 cps. Rusty Dagger. 
Tactics 

Gorku is in such a state of shock that he is really only 
capable of a fight or flight response to conflict. He is 
more likely to choose flight, attempting to elude the 
adventurers by any means possible. 



Development 

If the adventurers slay Gorku, they will have missed a 
significant opportunity to learn about the tower's 
secrets from an "insider's" perspective. Gorku knows 
someone in the tower is building creatures from the 
body parts of the dead— a fact he surmised as he 
watched Balagor's undead construct dismember his 
fallen kinsfolk. Gorku is also familiar with the general 
layout of the first floor of the tower, and may provide 
warnings of danger to the attentive adventurer. 

If the adventurers manage to befriend Gorku, they can 
attempt to calm him enough to question him (Diplo- 



macy Check, DC 15). Gorku will willingly accompany a 
party able to befriend him (Diplomacy Check, DC 20), 
and he will not betray the adventurers in any violent or 
mean-spirited manner. Should he feel the party is 
outmatched, however, he will flee for his life without 
hesitation. 

Conclusion 

Even if the adventurers kill Gorku they can ascertain 
much of what has come to pass by investigating the 
goblin corpses piled here. It is clear that something or 
someone killed them with fierce strength and blud- 
geoning blows, and several of the goblins are missing 



limbs which were neatly severed after the combat. 

Ad Hoc XP Reward: If the PCs manage to befriend 
Gorku and learn valuable information about the tower, 
award them XP as you would for successful completion 
of a CR 2 encounter. 

2. Guest Room 

Setup 

If the PCs enter the chamber through the door on the 
eastern wall of the entryway, read or paraphrase the 
descriptive text below. 



Features 

While once quite valuable, all the furnishings in this 
room are now too damaged to be worth more than a 
few copper pieces each. 

If the PCs choose to look more closely at the wall- 
hangings in this room, they will see that the tapestries 
depict ghastly scenes of humanoid forms hacking apart 
the corpses of the fallen on a field of battle. Some 
tapestries show these same humanoids assembling 
horrific creatures from mismatched body parts. 

Most of the books on the bookcase have been ruined 
by the damp. Of the few books that remain readable, 
all deal with matters of necromancy and golem-mak- 
ing, though none contain any spells. 

Hidden on top of the bookcase is a key to the trapdoor 
in room 4, the feast hall. 

Development 

If the PCs actively search the room, they should discov- 
er the few intact books and the key to the trapdoor. If 
the PCs do not actively search the room, the DM may, 
at her discretion, allow a spot check (DC 15) to allow 
the players to notice the key atop the bookcase. 

Conclusion 

If the PCs do not find the key, they may need to back- 
track to this room in order to progress the adventure. If 



the PCs fail to spot the key, the DM may wish to have 
Gorku point it out to them (assuming he is alive and 
accompanying the party). Alternately, the DM may 
elect to reveal the key to the PCs through some ran- 
dom event (e.g. a rat scampers across the top of the 
bookcase and sends the key clattering to the floor). 

3a. Blacksmith's Door (EL 2) 

Setup 

If the PCs approach the door on the western wall of the 
entryway, read or paraphrase the descriptive text 
below. 

Sturdy iron bands reinforce the age-darkened wood 
of this door. No handle, but only a lock is visible on its 
surface, suggesting it is meant to be opened with a 
key. No hinges are visible on the outside of this door. 



Features 

If the PCs smash the door open, they will alert the 
undead blacksmiths within (see 3b). One of the black- 
smiths wears the key to this door on a simple leather 
cord around his neck. Allow PCs standing outside the 
door a Listen check (DC10) to hear the blacksmiths 
working in the room on the other side of the thick 
oaken door. 

3b. Blacksmith's Workroom 
Setup 

If the PCs gain entry to the blacksmith's workroom, 
read or paraphrase the text below. The text below 
assumes the players broke down the door, thus alerting 
the blacksmiths to their presence. If the PCs manage to 
enter the room stealthily (Move Silently, DC 15), then 
you will need to modify the text accordingly. 

A crude oaken table stands in the middle this room. 
This chamber contains various blacksmith's tools, 
including a live forge and an anvil. Various forged 
metal oddments lie scattered across the table. Two 
skeletal figures stand in the center of the room 
clothed in the ragged remnants of blacksmith's 
leathern tunics and wielding hammers. Uncanny 
reddish flames burn in their eye sockets as they at- 
tack. 



Features 

The bits of metal on the blacksmith's table are golem 



This 20x20 foot square room is lavishly furnished, 
but the air reeks with the combined stench of mil- 
dew and the stink of dead goblins. Upon closer ex- 
amination, you see that the opulent tapestries and 
furniture in this room have begun to rot. Several 
chairs and a single bookcase surround a large bed 
in the center of the room. 



parts, manufactured for Balagor's experiments building 
undead constructs. PCs can discern the purpose of 
these golem parts with a Knowledge (Arcana) check, 
DC 20. The skeletal blacksmiths are ordered to produce 
parts for Balagor's experiments, and they perform their 
work with the tireless persistence of the undead. The 
blacksmiths are also ordered to defend the tower from 
intruders, so the PCs will likely have to battle these 
creatures. 

Skeletal Blacksmith (2) CR 1/2 

NE Medium Undead: hp 6; Use statistics for Human 
Warrior Skeleton, but replace scimitar with warham- 
mer, +1 melee, (ld8+l), and replace heavy steel shield 
with leather armor; See Monster Manual, page 226. 

Possessions: Key Ring (keys to open all locked doors in 
the tower), Blacksmith's Hammer (small warhammer 
[see PHB, page 116]), leather tunic (Damaged 2 out of 
5 HPs remaining; otherwise, treat as leather armor 
[PHB, page 125]) 

Tactics 

The skeletons have been ordered to perform two 
simple tasks— to produce golem parts and to kill 
anyone who enters the chamber besides Balagor 
himself. They will attack with their hammers and 
attempt to kill the PCs. 

Treasure: If the PCs manage to defeat the skeletons, 
they may loot the golem parts in the chamber. They 
will find ld6+2 finished golem parts, and each will sell 
for 50 gp to anyone interested in constructing golems. 
Otherwise, the parts will be useful only as scrap metal, 
and will sell for 5 gp each. 

Conclusion 

If the PCs manage to defeat the skeletons, they will 
notice a key ring on a leather cord around one of their 
necks with a successful Spot check, DC 10. There are 
several keys on the ring, and one will open the locked 
trapdoor in the feast hall (area 4). 

4. Feast Hall 

Setup 

If the PCs enter the chamber through the door at the 
northern end of the entryway, read the descriptive text 
below. 

A great oaken table, 20 feet long and 7 feet across, 
dominates this grand chamber. Braziers lit with 
ghostly flame fill the room with an eerie emerald 



light Dishes are scattered across the table, and it 
looks as though someone has eaten here recently. 
On the eastern edge of the chamber stands a statue 
of a wizard bearing a staff in one hand and a tome 
in the other. An elegant carpet lines the floor in 
front of the statue. A door set on the northern wall 
of the room stands open, revealing a ruined stair- 
case beyond. At one time the staircase must have 
led to the tower's upper levels, but most of the 
stairs have crumbled, rendering it useless. 



Features 

Balagor recently ate a celebratory meal of lamb shanks, 
potatoes and dwarven ale here shortly after he pos- 
sessed Korl's body. The dishes on the table contain the 
uneaten remnants of his feast. PCs who examine the 
leftovers closely should be able to determine that the 
food here was served within the last few days. A 
trapdoor leading into the tower's lower level is hidden 
under the carpet on the floor in front of the statue. PCs 
can see the carpet was recently disturbed (by Balagor's 
undead construct) and spot the faint outline of this 
door with a successful Spot check (DC 15). The trap- 
door is equipped with a poison needle trap (see DMG, 
page 71). 

Although the light from the braziers appears unnatural, 
it is in fact mundane in nature. Balagor uses a blend of 
common long burning local minerals to light this 
chamber. When burned, the minerals produce a 
greenish light. PCs can determine the nonmagical 
nature of the brazier's light with a Spellcraft or Knowl- 
edge (Local) skill check (DC 20). 

The trapdoor is the only exit from this room aside from 
the door to the entryway on the southern wall. The 
trapdoor is locked, but will open with one of the keys 
found in the blacksmith's workroom (area 3b). The 
stairs to the second level are so decrepit they are 
unusable, and the upper stories of the tower collapsed 
long ago. 

Trap Door: 2 in. thick; hardness 5; hp 10; break DC 20; 
Open Lock DC 25 

Development 

In order to discover Korl's fate and Balagor's scheme, 
the PCs will need to enter the tower's lower level. If 
the PCs fail to discover the secret door on their own, 
the DM may wish to use Gorku's knowledge of the 
tower to assist them (assuming he is alive and accom- 
panying the party). 



Conclusion 

The dishes are of the finest quality and include the 
following: 3 silver platters (10 gp each); various silver 
utensils (ld4+l at 10 gp each); and an ale horn formed 
from the antlers of an aurochs and inlaid with lapis 
lazuli (20 gp). 

If the PCs manage to find and open the trapdoor 
successfully and they wish to descend, they will need 
to climb down a sturdy iron ladder, which requires a 
Climb check (DC 10). The ladder leads down into the 
basement entry (area 5). 

5. Basement Entry 

Setup 

If the PCs manage discover the secret door and choose 
to descend into the tower's lower level, read the 
descriptive text below. 



Features 

The door on the southern wall was smashed open by 
Balagor's creation after it went berserk. 
The door leads to the study (area 6). 

Development 

Allow the PCs a Listen check (DC 20). If successful, the 
PCs hear the clanging of metal on stone and the sound 
of splintering wood coming from somewhere to the 
west. 

6. Study 

Setup 

If the PCs pass through the door in the southern wall of 
the basement entry (area 5), read or paraphrase the 
descriptive text below. 

Loose scraps of parchment and an assortment of 
open books lie scattered across the top of a battered 
oaken table standing in the center of this room. 



Shelves, packed with an assortment of glass vials, 
line the northern and eastern walls of this room. 
On the west wall of this chamber you spot a single 
door that has been smashed open like the door in 
the previous room. A faint crashing sound is audible 
from beyond the door. 

Features 

If the PCs wish to examine the potions on the shelves 
in this room more closely, allow each player two rolls 
on the "Potions and Oils" table to determine what they 
find (see DMG, page 230). Players who make a success- 
ful Search check (DC 10), or Spot check (DC 15) will 
notice the room has been used recently— a fact 
evinced by a fresh ink pot on the table, and the smell 
of recently extinguished candles. 

Balagor's journal contains many clues as to what has 
transpired in the tower. Any PC who wishes to skim the 
journal for useful information may do so on a Intelli- 
gence check (DC 15). The book contains many entries, 
and the earlier entries are mainly detailed notes on the 
construction of golem. The last few entries are more 
revelatory, however, and you may read or paraphrase 
the following entries to the PCs if they successfully 
skim the book for useful information. 



Balagor's Journal 
Entry 1 

As I look at the gem this eve by candlelight, I am 
stricken by the beauty of the thing, and even more 
so by the beauty of the promise it holds. I am not 
I a young man, and my body grows weaker every 
day despite my unwavering will. Damn these 
hands! They shake with palsy so I can no longer 
do my work, and pain wracks my body, clouding 
my thoughts until I cannot think clearly! No mat- 
ter though— the power of the gem and a proper 
host are all I require to cease my suffering and 
resume my work. 

Entry 2 

The thing is almost complete. I grow impatient 
to finish my work, but I cannot continue in this 
wretched old body. I swear I saw life begin to stir 
within the thing's eyes this day and I long to finish 
the thing. Are the gods toying with me? Bringing 
me so close to the realization of my dreams, only 
to thwart me just short of the creature's comple- 
tion? I must leave this body soon, I can almost feel 
the icy grasp of death upon me, but I refuse to 
yield. 





As you reach the bottom of the ladder, you find 
yourselves in a cramped 10x15 room. The air in this 
confined underground chamber smells damp, stale 
and musty. Besides the ladder leading to the cham- 
ber above, the only exit from the room is an oaken 
door set in the center of the chamber's southern 
wall. The door has been smashed open, as though 
by something or someone of considerable strength. 



Conclusion 



Entry 3 

When next I write a younger set of hands shall 
hold the quill. I refuse to die with my work unfin- 
ished. Even scribing these few words pains me. 
The time is now. 

The following entry is longer and written more 
clearly than the previous entries. 

Entry 4 

Gods bless the folly of youth! I had waited so long 
within the gem that I feared a proper host might 
never come to me. But today a young wizard, 
hungry for power and knowledge, came into my 
chambers. We wrestled for a time, but he could 
not resist the iron strength of my will. The body 
is strong though. I had forgotten the clarity of 
thought that was mine in youth; I revel in the 
strength of my limbs, and the steady hands that 
are now my own. The work will be easier now, 
and I believe the creature will soon finished. 

Entry 5 

The thing is marvelous— even beautiful. I cannot 
help but feel the pride of a father as I watch it 
walk about and explore its own strength. And if it 
j Is anything, it is strong! It follows my commands 
to the letter. It is still a bit crude— a prototype— 
but I have mastered its basic construction. All that 
remains is to continue my work and perfect the 
design. Thankfully, the local goblin tribes have 
provided me with ample materials to continue my 
experiments. 

Entry 6 

Something is wrong. The creature is too wild, and 
I fear the rage which seems to boil within it. By my 
command, it cleansed the tower of goblins who 
occupied the upper level, but afterwards it went 
berserk! I fear that it intends to turn its consider- 
able strength upon me, its creator! I have escaped 
to my study, but I can hear the thing moving in 
the chamber beyond. It must have foil— (here the 
entry ends abruptly). 

- 

Development 

The PCs should be able to discern from Balagor's 
journal entries that the wizard possessed a younger 
mage (Korl). They should also understand that 
Balagor's creation seemed difficult for the wizard to 
control. In fact, the creature went berserk and killed 
Balagor— something that they will know for certain if 
they investigate the workshop (room 9). 



The books on the table include Balagor's journal, and 
several treatises on golem making. There are ld4+l 
books on the table, in addition to the wizard's journal, 
and each will sell for 2 gp to a bookseller or similar 
merchant. 

7. Hallway 

Setup 

If the PCs pass through the ruined door on the west 
wall of the study (area 6), read or paraphrase the 
descriptive text below. 




The door opens onto a hallway with additional exits 
on the northern and western walls. Nothing re- 
mains of either door except splintered ruins of oak. 
From the north, you hear a violent crash and the 
rending sound of splintering wood. A softer sound 
is audible beneath the din— an inhuman, dolorous 
moan. 



Features 

The western door leads the storage room (area 8), and 
the northern door leads to the workshop (area 9). Both 
doors have been smashed open. The sounds described 
above are those made by Balagor's creation as it 
rampages in the workshop, destroying everything in 
sight. 

8. Storage Room 
Setup 

If the PCs pass through the door on the west wall of 
the hallway (area 7), read or paraphrase the descriptive 
text below. 



Various tools clutter this room, and a collection of 
strange jars filled with murky fluid stand on shelves 
to the north and east. An odd odor hangs in the air 
\ here, cloying and faintly floral, but it masks afoul 
j and sickening reek. Open topped crates stacked 
along the chamber's walls next to the shelves hold 
a variety of foodstuffs and sundry mundane items, 
from sacks of flour to bolts of cloth. From the looks 
of it, this is some sort of storeroom, and nothing vis- 
ible indicates the source of the stench in the air. 



Various tools clutter this room, and a collection of 
strange jars filled with murky fluid stand on shelves to 
the north and east. An odd odor hangs in the air here, 
cloying and faintly floral, but it masks a foul and 
sickening reek. Open topped crates stacked along the 
chamber's walls next to the shelves hold a variety of 
foodstuffs and sundry mundane items, from sacks of 
flour to bolts of cloth. From the looks of it, this is some 
sort of storeroom, and nothing visible indicates the 
source of the stench in the air. 

Features 

This room holds Balagor's provisions. In addition to 



foods and other necessities, the room contains jars 
that hold the body parts he uses to create his undead 
golems. If PCs wish to examine the jars, they will find 
that each contains a severed limb or other body part 
floating in a dark, viscous substance. The substance is a 
specially formulated preservative that insures the body 
parts remain pliant. The preservative smells of the 
herbs and flowers used in its creation, but the faint 
stench of other, fouler ingredients makes the odor 
horrid. 

Conclusion 

The jars containing severed limbs and other body parts 



are cumbersome and heavy (each weighs approximate- 
ly 20 lbs). They are also worthless to anyone save those 
engaged in work similar to Balagor's. 

If the PCs wish to search the goods stored in this room, 
allow each of them ld3 rolls on the "Mundane Items" 
table (see DMG, page 56). 

9. Workshop 

Setup 

If the PCs pass through the door on the north wall of 
the hallway (area 7), they will find themselves in 
Balagor's workshop. This room is the place where 
Balagor performed his experiments designing undead 
constructs. 

As soon as the characters enter the workshop they will 
spot Balagor's creation. The creature has gone berserk 
and killed Balagor only moments before the PCs arrive. 
The wizard's corpse is visible on the chamber's floor, 
his skull bashed in by his own creation. The thing 
continues to rage, tearing apart the tools used in its 
making. 

A hulking humanoid form wreaks havoc in this 
chamber, toppling large work tables and smashing 
complex magical equipment The thing is built of 
mismatched body parts stitched crudely together 
and reinforced in places with bolts and plates of 
forged iron, and its eyes gleam with a cold, un- 
feeling rage. A robed figure lies motionless on the 
ground at the northern edge of the chamber, its 
head nothing more than a gory mess of blood and 
splintered bone. 



BALAGOR'S CREATION CR 2 

NE Medium Construct/ Undead (evil) 

Init -1; Senses darkvision 60ft.; Listen +0, Spot +0 

Languages Common 

DEFENSE 

AC 14, touch 9, flat-footed 14 
(-1 dex, +5 natural) 

HP 14 (2dl0+3); DR 5/ bludgeon and adamantine 
Immune cold; Fort +2, Ref 0, Will +2 

OFFENSE 

Spd 20 ft. (can't run) 
Melee Slam +6 (ld6+4) 
Base Attack +2; Grapple: +6/ 
Attack Options: Slam 
Space/ Reach 5ft/5ft 
Special Attacks Berserk 



STATISTICS 

Str 18, Dex 9, Con --, Int --, Wis 9, Cha 1 
Feats Toughness 

SQ Single action only, darkvision 60 ft; damage re- 
duction 5/ bludgeon, undead traits, construct traits 
Feats Toughness 
Skills- 
Environment Any 
Organization Any 
Treasure None 

Alignment Always neutral evil 
Tactics 

Balagor's creation was originally commanded to de- 
stroy any who trespassed in the tower or attempted 
to harm its master. After it destroyed the goblins 
however, the thing went berserk, seeking only to 
destroy all living creatures within its path— includ- 
ing Balagor. When the PCs discover the creature, it 
will have recently slain its master. As soon as it be- 
comes aware of the PCs, it will attack them relent- 
lessly, until it kills the PCs or is itself destroyed. 



Development 

If the PCs manage to defeat Balagor's creation, they 
can learn much from searching this room. The corpse 
on the northern edge of the room is the body of the 
young wizard, Korl, whom Balagor possessed using the 
stone of soul binding so he could continue his work. 
Korl's body has died, and both the young mage and 
Balagor died with it. Korl's robes should provide a hint 
as to his identity, and if the PCs heard a description of 
the missing man in Raven's Roost, they should be 
reasonably sure that this is the body of the unfortunate 
young mage. If the PCs read Balagor's journal entries in 
the study (room 6) they should have little trouble 
comprehending what came to pass in this room. 

Conclusion 

A large locked chest made of shiny black metal rein- 
forced with silver metalwork stands near Korl's body in 
the northern part of this room. The chest contains 400 
gp, a wand of chill touch with 38 charges, and ld3 
potions of cure moderate wounds. 

In addition to the aforementioned treasure, the stone 
of soul binding remains in this room, buried beneath 
the wreckage of overturned tables and smashed 
magical equipment. If the PCs search this chamber, 
they will find the stone on a Search check (DC 20). 




Concluding the Adventure 



Further Adventures 



Once the PCs manage to defeat Balagor's creation and 
discover what became of Korl, they will probably wish 
to return to Raven's Roost to claim their reward. Korl's 
friends, Ladara and Gorvyn, will be saddened to learn 
of their friend's demise, but grateful to know what 
became of him. Gorvyn and Ladara will pay the PCs 100 
gp each for their efforts. Other townsfolk and patrons 
of the Maiden's Meet who learn of the characters' 
deeds will greet them as heroes and let them know 
they are welcome in the village. 



Whether or not the players acquired the stone of soul 
binding in the Tower of Balagor, this item could easily 
provide the seed for future adventures. Perhaps a rival 
of Balagor's sought the item and now stalks the PCs in 
the hopes of obtaining the stone. Similarly, Balagor's 
work may provide material for future scenarios. Per- 
haps a powerful group of wizards has taken an interest 
in his work and the PCs encounter creatures similar to 
Balagor's creation in the wilds beyond Raven's Roost. 
If you wish to use Raven's Roost as a base of opera- 
tions for your campaign, the outlying wilderness areas 
should provide ample opportunity for further explora- 
tion. 




The 4E conversion is meant to allow 4E DMs to use 
this adventure with little additional work on their 
part. Each important rules section of The Haunted 
Tower of Balagor has been translated into 4E me- 
chanics, appearing below in the order they appear in 
the adventure itself. 



Stone of Soul Binding 



Level 10 Wondrous item 
Aura moderate necromancy 
Slot --; Price 5,000 gp Weight lib. 
Description 

At first glance, this item appears to be nothing 
more than a simple bloodstone sphere, 3 inches 
in diameter, worth approximately 100 gps. This 
stone is in fact a potent magical object created 
by powerful wizards to prolong their life spans. 
When the user speaks the command word, she 
can leave her physical body, transferring her soul 
into the gem. This allows the user to inhabit the 
gem indefinitely, and once the user transfers her 
soul into another's body the effects are perma- 
nent and irreversible. The user's physical body 
dies immediately after her soul enters the stone, 
and the wielder may not return her soul to the 
gem under any circumstances. If the user dies 
while inhabiting a possessed body, both her soul 
and the soul of the body's original inhabitant die 
as well. 



Rumors around Raven's Roost 

Note: DCs changed to be more in line with what is 
easy, medium, and hard for 1-3 level adventurers in 
4E. 

DC: Result 

08: Rangers have discovered disfigured corpses of 
goblins and other creatures in the environs of Raven's 
Roost. These creatures were missing limbs or body 
parts. 

10: A young mage and his two companions have 
recently entered town. 

12: There is a tower near the village that many resi- 
dents believe to be haunted. Strange sounds ema- 
nate from the tower by night. 

20: A mage named Balagor used to live in Raven's 
Roost but he went mad and became a hermit. Some 
say that Balagor's spirit still haunts the tower a few 
miles north of town. 

21: A young mage who was traveling through town 
went missing recently. His two friends believe he may 
have gone to investigate a ruined tower a few miles 
north of Raven's Roost. 



Reinforced Oaken Door: AC: 5 Fort: 10 HP: 20 
Break down wooden door DC 16 Str check 
Pick Locks on doors: Thievery DC 18 

Should adventurers wish to enter through a window, 
allow an Athletics check (DC 21) but try to forewarn 
them that the tower appears unstable and difficult to 
climb, and that attempting to do so would be unwise. 
If the PCs do manage to scale the towers wall and 
break or smash open a boarded window, they will 
see that the upper chambers of the tower within 
have collapsed, and that a sheer drop of 35 feet 
awaits them should they attempt to enter this way. 
The tower has four windows in total, one of which is 
located above the entryway (area 1), while the other 
three are situated above the feast hall (area 4). 

Boarded Windows: 1 in. thick; AC 8 Fort 8 HP 10 , 
Strength check to Break: 13 

Gorku: Use the stats for the Goblin Warrior found in 
the Monster Manual L 

Ad Hoc XP Reward: If the PCs manage to befriend 
Gorku and learn valuable information about the 
tower, award them 125 XP each. 

If the PCs actively search the room, they should 
discover the few intact books and the key to the 
trapdoor. If the PCs do not actively search the room, 
look at the players' Passive Perception scores. A 14 
or higher will allow the players to notice the key atop 
the bookcase. 

If the PCs gain entry to the blacksmith's workroom, 
read or paraphrase the text below. The text below as- 
sumes the players broke down the door, thus alerting 
the blacksmiths to their presence. If the PCs manage 
to enter the room stealthily (Stealth checks opposed 
to 13, the passive Perception checks of the undead 
blacksmiths), then you will need to modify the text 
accordingly. 

The bits of metal on the blacksmith's table are golem 
parts, manufactured for Balagor's experiments build- 
ing undead constructs. PCs can discern the purpose 
of these golem parts with an Arcana check, DC 20. 
The skeletal blacksmiths are ordered to produce 
parts for Balagor's experiments, and they perform 
their work with the tireless persistence of the un- 
dead. The blacksmiths are also ordered to defend the 
tower from intruders, so the PCs will likely have to 
battle these creatures. 



Skeletal Blacksmith (2), use the stats from the Skele- 
tons found in the Monster Manual, only reflavor their 
longswords to be warhammers (no stat adjustments 
needed). If you have access to Open Grave, page(s) 
180 or Dungeon Magazine 182, the Bonewretch skel- 
eton could make a creepy addition as a small child 
that was once a blacksmith's apprentice. 

Balagor recently ate a celebratory meal of lamb 
shanks, potatoes and dwarven ale here shortly after 
he possessed Korl's body. The dishes on the table 
contain the uneaten remnants of his feast. PCs who 
examine the leftovers closely should be able to de- 
termine that the food here was served within the last 
few days. A trapdoor leading into the tower's lower 
level is hidden under the carpet on the floor in front 
of the statue. PCs can see that the carpet was recent- 
ly disturbed (by Balagor's undead construct) and spot 
the faint outline of this door with a successful Per- 
ception skill check (DC 14). The trapdoor is equipped 
with a Dart Thrower Trap (found in the Compendium 
and in FR1 Scepter Tower of Spellgard, page(s) 17.) 

Dart-Thrower Trap 
Level 1 Warder 

XP 100 

Dozens of minuscule holes pierce a 5-foot section of 
wall, each concealing a dart launcher. 
Perception 

DC 14: The character notices a pressure plate on the 
floor. 

DC 17: The character spots the holes in the wall. 
Trigger 

The trap attacks when a character steps on a pres- 
sure plate. It then enters the initiative order directly 
after the creature that triggered it, attacking each 
round for a total of 5 rounds. Thereafter, it must be 
reloaded before it can fire again. 
Attack • Poison 

Immediate Reaction or Standard Action Ranged 8 

Target: Each creature on a pressure plate. 

Attack: +6 vs. AC 

Hit: ld6 + 4 poison damage 

Countermeasures 

Thievery DC 14: An adjacent character can disable 
the pressure plate with a successful check. 
Thievery DC 14: An adjacent character can disable 
the dart throwers with a successful check. Three suc- 
cessful checks are required to completely disable the 
trap. 

A character in a trapped square closest to the wall 
can use a standard action to block the holes with a 
shield, an outstretched cloak, or a similar flat object. 



Doing so cuts the dart-thrower's damage in half for 
its next attack. 

Athletics DC 5: A character who makes a DC 5 Athlet- 
ics check (DC 10 without a 2-square running start) 
can leap over the pressure plate. 

Although the light from the braziers appears unnatu- 
ral, it is in fact mundane in nature. Balagor uses a 
blend of common long burning local minerals to light 
this chamber. When burned, the minerals produce 
a greenish light. PCs can determine the nonmagical 
nature of the brazier's light with an Arcana or Nature 
skill check with a DC of 18. 

Open Lock DC on Trap Door: 21 

Allow the PCs a DC 18 Perception check. If successful, 
the PCs hear the clanging of metal on stone and the 
sound of splintering wood coming from somewhere 
to the west. 

If the PCs wish to examine the potions on the shelves 
in this room more closely, choose two potions for 
each player from the treasure chapter of the DMG (or 
take them from your preplanned Treasure Parcels). 
Players who make a successful Perception check, DC 
12, will notice that the room has been used recent- 
ly—a fact evinced by a fresh ink pot on the table, and 
the smell of recently extinguished candles. 



Saving Throws +5; Action Points 2 

Initiative +3 

Perception +7 

Darkvision 

Standard Actions 

Melee Basic Attack: Crushing Blow (weapon) • At-Will 
Attack: +7 vs. AC 

Hit: ldlO + 4 damage plus 5 necrotic damage. 
Melee Attack: Frenzied Blows • At-Will 
Effect: Make two basic melee attacks. 
Close Burst: Necromantic Burst • At-Will 
Attack: Close burst 3; +3 vs. Fortitude 
Hit: 2d6 + 2 necrotic damage. 
Skills Diplomacy +5, Insight +7 
Str 15 (+3) Dex 15 (+3) Wis 13 (+2) 
Con 16 (+4)lnt9(+0) Cha 9 (+0) 
Alignment Chaotic evil; Languages Common, Dra- 
conic 

A large locked chest made of shiny black metal rein- 
forced with silver metalwork stands near Korl's body 
in the northern part of this room. The chest contains 
two treasure parcels. 

In addition to the aforementioned treasure, the stone 
of soul binding remains in this room, buried beneath 
the wreckage of overturned tables and smashed 
magical equipment. If the PCs search this chamber, 
they will find the stone on a DC 20 perception check. 



If the PCs wish to search the goods stored in this 
room, this would be a good place to put mundane 
objects or art treasure parcels (see the Rewards 
chapter in the DMG to learn more about treasure 
parcels). 

Balagor's Creation Level 2 Solo Brute 
Medium natural animate (undead) XP 625 
HP 228; Bloodied 114 
AC 18; Fortitude 21; Reflex 16; Will 18 
Speed 6 

Immune poison; Resist 5 necrotic 



Concluding the Adventure 

Once the PCs manage to defeat Balagor's creation 
and discover what became of Korl, they will probably 
wish to return to Raven's Roost to claim their reward. 
Korl's friends, Ladara and Gorvyn, will be saddened 
to learn of their friend's demise, but grateful to know 
what became of him. Gorvyn and Ladara will pay the 
PCs 100 gps each for their efforts. Other townsfolk 
and patrons of the Maiden's Meet who learn of the 
player's deeds will greet them as heroes and let them 
know they are welcome in the village. 
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